Myanmar - market opportunity or messy risk? A perspective on how an Australian university responds to the need for the kind of education that enables a `decent living&#039; in Myanmar. by Andrews, C
1 
 
 
  
 
 
MYANMAR – MARKET OPPORTUNITY OR MESSY RISK? 
A perspective on how an Australian university responds to the need for the kind of education that 
enables a ‘decent living’ in Myanmar. 
 
A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
Christopher (Kit) Andrews 
B.A. Honours (Hull) 
Certificate IV TAA (Swinburne) 
Graduate Diploma of Educational Leadership and Management (RMIT) 
MBA Distinction (Hull) 
 
 
School of Education 
College of Design and Social Context 
RMIT University 
 
February 2018 
  
2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DECLARATION 
I certify that except where due acknowledgement has been made, the work is that of the author alone; the 
work has not been submitted previously, in whole or in part, to qualify for any other academic award; the 
content of the thesis is the result of work which has been carried out since the official commencement date 
of the approved research program; any editorial work, paid or unpaid, carried out by a third party is 
acknowledged; and, ethics procedures and guidelines have been followed. 
I acknowledge the support I have received for my research through the provision of an Australian 
Government Research Training Program Scholarship. 
I also acknowledge that the research has been issued with a Notice of Approval from the College Human 
Ethics Advisory Network (CHEAN), College of Design and Social Context Project number CHEAN A 16707-
01/14. 
 
Christopher (Kit) Andrews 
19 February 2018 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 
 
DEDICATION 
This thesis is dedicated to my Mother and Father who passed away during the course of this study and 
who always believed I could rise above the struggles of my early years, and to my children who have 
fought circumstances to learn and find a decent place in the world. 
This is also dedicated to my World Vision sponsored Burmese child whose greatest desire is to pass her 
exams and become a photographer, and to my Burmese MBA student who will go back to her country to 
start a business dedicated to the empowerment of women. 
 
 
Frontispiece: Burmese girl. Pastel sketch by the author from a photograph of unknown origin displayed in Sarkie’s Bar, The 
Strand Hotel, Yangon. 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I would like to acknowledge the support and friendship of my supervisor, Dr. Richard Johnson, who has 
been an inspiration for me, particularly in the discussions around Buddhist philosophy and the need for 
teachers to consider themselves first and foremost as learners. 
I would also like to acknowledge the support and friendship of my second supervisor, Dr, Susie Costello, 
who accompanied me on one of my trips to Yangon and, with her enthusiasm and dedication to Burmese 
studies, has enabled me to maintain a pragmatic approach to my study. 
Finally, I would like to thank my partner, children and family who have followed my study progress with 
interest and, above all, a belief that I could see it through to the end. 
 
 
 
4 
 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
Aboriginal – a generic term used to describe the various indigenous peoples of the Australian mainland 
and Tasmania, they are considered distinct from Torres Strait Islander people. 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander – a generic term for various indigenous peoples of the Australian 
mainland inclusive of Torres Strait Islander people. 
ASEAN – the Association of South East Asian Nations, founded in 1967 and regarded as a community to 
promote economic growth, social progress and cultural development, comprising ten nations including 
Myanmar since 1997. 
Asia – the continent made up of nations bounded by the Pacific Ocean to the east, the Indian Ocean to 
the south, and the Arctic Ocean to the north. The term ‘Asian’ is also used to denote a cultural affinity 
with the region. 
Asia-Pacific – the region including Asia and nations located in or adjacent to the Pacific Ocean, including 
Australia and New Zealand. 
Burma – the former name of the current nation of Myanmar. This name was endowed by the British 
colonial government and is still in use by the British Foreign Office and some other countries. It is also 
used by supporters of the National League for Democracy in symbolic opposition to the military 
government’s adoption of Myanmar as the nation’s name and is often used interchangeably in 
conversations. In this thesis it is only used in the context of quotations and contemporaneous accounts.  
Burmese / Burman – a generic term for the people of Myanmar and a colloquialism of ‘Bamar’ who are 
the dominant ethnic group comprising roughly 68 per cent of the population. 
Colonial (era) – the period of British occupation of Myanmar as a colony from 1886 to 1948 following 
three Anglo-Burma wars between 1825 and 1885. 
East – a generic term used to denote the continent of Asia from the perspective of European nations with 
a historic connection to the establishment of the longitudinal meridian in Greenwich, London, UK that 
served as a reference point for exploration and colonial conquest. Along with the term ‘orient’ (see below) 
it is starting to appear outdated due to its connotations with colonial hegemony but remains in general 
use.  
Indigenous – a generic term for first-nations people who have their ascendant origin in the country in 
which they reside or were the first to settle in ancient times, otherwise referred to as ‘native.’ 
Myanmar – the term for the nation with the official name of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar. 
‘Myanmar’ derives from the earlier Burmese Myanma and was adopted by the military government in 
1989 as a deliberate distinction from the British-endowed ‘Burma’ (see above). Myanmar is used 
throughout this thesis as it is the term used by the United Nations and currently by the Australian 
Government. 
Orient / Oriental – a generic term from a western perspective for the ‘east’ now largely out of date and 
discredited following Edward Said’s critique of the use in his book Orientalism. It is used in this thesis only 
in context. 
Rohingya – an ethnic Muslim minority living under Myanmar rule in Rakhine State on the border with 
Bangladesh. The Rohingya people are not recognised as Myanmar citizens and are regarded as refugees 
from Bangladesh despite a long establishment in their region. 
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SDGs – The Sustainable Development Goals are a collection of 17 global goals set by the United Nations 
General Assembly in 2015 for the year 2030. They continue the aspirations of the eight Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) that were set in 2000 for the year 2015 with the aim of reducing poverty. 
Southeast Asia – a collective term for the countries of Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Philippines, 
Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia 
TVET – Technical Vocational Education and Training 
UN – the United Nations, based in New York, an international agency tasked with maintaining global peace 
and security. Founded in 1945 after the end of the second world war. 
UN-Habitat - The United Nations Human Settlements Programme is the United Nations agency for human 
settlements and sustainable urban development. Founded in 1978. 
UNGCCP – The United Nations Global Compact Cities Programme is the urban arm of the United Nations 
Global Compact designed to encourage collaboration between city governments, the private sector and 
civil society towards sustainable urban development. 
West / Western – a generic term for Europe and the USA and Canada, and their perceived protectorate 
of democracy, scientific enquiry and logic derived from the tradition of the ancient Greek and Roman 
civilisations. Australia and New Zealand, as former British colonies with a predominantly Caucasian 
population, are perceived to be part of the western tradition. 
 
6 
 
CONTENTS         PAGE 
 
ABSTRACT          11 
FORWARD          12 
 
CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION        15 
1.1 Research Question 
1.2 Research Hypothesis 
1.3 Research Rationale and Aim 
1.4 Research Structure 
1.5 Research Outcome  
 
PART ONE – ATTITUDE         20 
 
CHAPTER 2 – KEY FACTORS AND ISSUES       20 
2.1 Identity – ‘Our People’ 
2.2 Typology – ‘The Kind of Education’ 
2.3 Value – ‘A Decent Living’ 
2.4 Conclusion ‘For Themselves’ 
 
CHAPTER 3 – RATIONALE        37 
3.1 Why Myanmar? 
 
CHAPTER 4 – LITERATURE REVIEW       45 
4.1 Introduction – Generic Approaches to Education in Asia pre-2012 
4.2 TVET Context –- post-2012 
4.3 The Buddhist / Burmese Perspective 
4.4 Outsider Perspective 
4.5 Shared Perspective 
4.6 Conclusion 
 
PART TWO – ALIGNMENT        87 
 
CHAPTER 5 – METHODOLOGY        87 
5.1 Methodological Framework 
5.2 Reflective Standpoint 
5.3 Critical Systems Thinking 
5.4 Institutional Ethnography 
5.5 Viable Systems Model 
5.6 Systems Thinking to Systems Dynamics 
 
CHAPTER 6 – FINDINGS and DISCUSSION      126 
6.1. Data Assimilation 
6.2. Seeing Yangon 
6.3 Listening to Yangon 
6.4 Thinking about Yangon 
6.5 Argumentation 
6.6 Summary 
 
 
 
7 
 
PART THREE – APPROACH        169 
 
CHAPTER 7 – POSITIONING         169 
7.1 Principles and Purpose 
7.2 Vision and Mission 
7.3 Scope 
7.4 Environment 
7.5 Market 
7.6 Capacity and Capability 
7.7 Objectives 
7.8 Alignment 
7.9 Uniqueness 
 
CHAPTER 8 – PLANNING         191 
8.1 Strategic Options 
8.2 Strategic Choice 
8.3 Strategy 
 
CHAPTER 9 – PERFORMANCE         205 
9.1 Tactics  
9.2 Action 
9.3 Summary 
 
CHAPTER 10 – REVIEW         217 
10.1 Conclusion 
10.2 Contribution  
10.3 Further Research 
 
REFERENCES          226  
         
 
LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1. United Nations Development Programme Human Development Index (UNDP-HDI). Source: 
(UNDP , 2018) 
Table 2. Economic indicators for southeast Asian countries. Source: Paryono (2017) / CIA (2017) 
Table 3. Korten’s typology of NGOs aligned with inferred education institution role. Source: Ware (2012) 
adapted by the author. 
Table 4. Comparison of informal and formal sectors in labour markets. Source: Lynn, 2006, p. 314. 
Table 5. Summary of ‘Australia University’ strategic options. 
Table 6. Summary of strategic alignment and planning process for ‘Australia University’  
 
 
8 
 
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
Frontispiece. Burmese girl. Pastel sketch by the author from a photograph of unknown origin in Sarkie’s 
Bar, The Strand Hotel, Yangon. 
Figure 1. Cover of Look and Learn Magazine No. 587, 14th April 1973. Look and Learn Ltd. London, UK. 
Reproduced with permission. 
Figure 2. Myanmar Peace Industrial Complex No. III. 2018. Sawangwongse Yawnghwe. 9th Asia Pacific 
Triennial of Contemporary Art. Image sourced from Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, November 2018. 
Figure 3. Map of southeast Asia showing principal cities of Myanmar in terms of geo-political 
positioning. Image by the author. 
Figure 4. Map of southeast Asia showing principal road routes as part of the China-driven Belt and Road 
Initiative. Image by the author. Source: Nomadic Notes 2016. www.nomadicnotes.com 
Figure 5. Map of southeast Asia showing principal rail routes as part of the China-driven Belt and Road 
Initiative. Image by the author. Source: Nomadic Notes 2016. www.nomadicnotes.com 
Figure 6. Map of southeast Asia showing principal river systems originating from the Chinese-controlled 
Himalaya mountain region. Image by the author. Source: Readers Digest Great World Atlas, 1962. 
Figure 7. Myanmar Education Pathways Map. Source: The Government of the Republic of the Union of 
Myanmar Ministry of Education National Education Strategic Plan 2016-21, pp. 52-53. 
Figure 8. Depiction of Melton Prior and Lieutenant Downe by Look and Learn artists. Look and Learn issue 
no. 587, 14th April 1973. Reproduced with permission under licence reference D5912 / U35853 Look and 
Learn Ltd. London, UK. 
Figure 9. Model of climate change impact on economic activity. Source: Senge, 2006, p.345.  
Figure 10. The principle of ‘doughnut’ economics. Image by the author. Source: Raworth (2017) 
Figure 11: Alignment of Systems Thinking and Institutional Ethnography. Image by the author, adapted 
from Senge (2006). 
Figure 12. Depiction of alignment between government priorities, university capacity and capability, and 
competency. Image by the author. 
Figure 13. ‘Australia University’ capabilities aligned with global risk / opportunity trends. Image by the 
author. Source: Global Opportunity Report (2017). DNV-GL AS. UN Global Compact. 
Figure 14. ‘Australia University’ focused capabilities aligned with global risk / opportunity trends. Image 
by the author. Source: Global Opportunity Report (2017). DNV-GL AS. UN Global Compact. 
Figure 15. Viable Systems Model based on cybernetic principles. Image created by author, adapted from 
Flood and Carson (1993). 
Figure 16. Corporate Viable Systems Model. Image by the author. 
Figure 17. University Viable Systems Model. Image by the author. 
9 
 
Figure 18. Viable Systems Model showing role of texts and rulings interfacing with exclusive elements of 
the model and the alignment between the organisational elements of capacity and capability and the 
market environment. Image by the author. 
Figure 19. Viable Systems Model showing interaction with its environment / markets through the 
‘doughnut’ of survivability and sustainability. Image by the author. 
Figure 20. Systems dynamics process. Image by the author, adapted from Stringer (2014). 
Figure 21. Viable Systems Model showing ways of thinking. Image by the author. 
Figure 22. Slingshot principle of enlightenment towards competency. Image by the author. 
Figure 23. The ‘seeing, listening, thinking, argumentation and doing’ concept applied to the viable 
systems model including ‘texts and rulings,’ the ‘doughnut’ of sustainability and a ‘design practice’ 
element at the point of implementation 
Figure 24. Market scene, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 25. Construction workers, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 26. Monks on early morning walk, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 27. Novice monk with alms bowl, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 28. Young boy doing homework in print shop, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 29. Young boy selling bird seed, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 30. Old man and young boy walking in the park, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 31. Monk looking towards Sule Pagoda, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 32. Three generations of women wait for a bus in downtown Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 33. A construction worker takes a break on a downtown Yangon worksite. Pastel sketch by the 
author.    
Figure 34. A young stallholder and monks in Aung San Market, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 35. A young couple take a lunchtime stroll in a Yangon park. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 36. The Law Courts building, downtown Yangon. Photograph by the author. 
Figure 37. Apartment buildings, downtown Yangon. Photograph by the author. 
Figure 38. Apartment buildings, downtown Yangon. Photography by the author. 
Figure 39. Interior scene of Yangon Heritage Trust building. Photograph by the author. 
Figure 40. Merchant Street commercial building, Yangon. Photograph by the author. 
Figure 41. Vision of future riverside development in Yangon. Image source: Yangon Heritage Trust 
(2018). 
Figure 42. University alignment with Myanmar market characteristics. Image by the author. 
10 
 
Figure 43. Configuration of business planning headings in a ‘doughnut’ formation to emphasise 
sustainability focus. Image by the author. 
Figure 44. Representation of shared viable systems model and process between ‘Australia University’ 
and Myanmar partner to generate a unique competency and education solution. Image by the author. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This study is a perspective on how an Australian university responds to the need for the kind of 
education that enables a ‘decent living’ for the people of Myanmar. This raises issues of national 
identity, the typology of education, and questions of value that relate to a decent living and the balance 
between survivability and sustainability. It is the central hypothesis of this thesis that Australian 
universities are increasingly driven by the corporate imperative of economic growth that may be 
counter to their founding social principles, and a new way of seeing unfamiliar, remote and emerging 
markets is required.  
 
The study is structured in three parts: attitude, alignment and approach. The literature review 
considers Buddhist, Burmese, outsider and shared narratives on attitudes towards Myanmar, as well as 
perspectives on southeast Asian and Myanmar TVET systems. This reveals the challenges of engagement 
and concludes that the need for education is not resolved by the imposition of Western-style 
curriculum, rather requiring an alignment of perspectives and understandings leading towards a shared 
approach. Global trends and issues such as climate change, international corporate hegemony and geo-
political confrontations have exacerbated historical, national and cultural differences to the extent that 
simplistic interventions are ineffective and risk increasing volatility. Complex and ‘messy’ scenarios, that 
can be seen as opportunities or risks, are increasingly the norm in these circumstances. 
Before a shared approach is undertaken an epistemological analysis needs to take place that 
reflects upon experience and knowledge of the self, both in terms of the Australian university and the 
researcher that is a participant observer in that institution. The methodology adopts a reflective 
standpoint and explores the potential for aligning the Australian university with the Myanmar 
environment through a critical systems thinking process and an institutional ethnography. This results in 
the development of a viable systems model that considers the capacity, capability and competency of 
the institution to respond through systems dynamics to the Myanmar educational environment. The 
locus for this approach is the city of Yangon where climate change, urban coping strategies and 
sustainable enterprise development issues occupy a population seeking ways to build resilience and 
equitable empowerment opportunities. The prevalence of colonial-era heritage infrastructure and 
exploitative foreign direct investment, as well as continuing internal problems, add to the potential 
sensitivities and dissonance in the engagement, design and delivery of educational options from an 
Australian university perspective. 
The conclusion from this assessment is that a reflective ethnographic approach that 
accommodates ‘messy’ scenarios is critical in aligning the capacity, capabilities and competency of 
respective stakeholders in unfamiliar, remote and emerging vocational educational markets. This is 
especially the case where political, cultural and socio-economic determinants drive informal and 
alternative forms of education and training that may rely on delivery through new technologies and 
structural paradigms. There are no known institutional ethnographic studies of universities in Australia 
that address the issue of engagement with messy, unfamiliar, remote and emerging scenarios from a 
reflective standpoint as a precursor to a shared narrative and the design of a middle way. The 
contribution of this study is to recognise that these issues relate to both corporate and educational 
markets; and learned experience from the corporate world is brought into play within the educational 
sector to create a template for engagement.  
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FORWARD 
 
The second decade of the twenty-first century has seen unprecedented extremes of 
environmental, political and socio-economic change. Although not yet cascading into global scenarios of 
turmoil, conflict and chaos there are signs, or ‘inconvenient truths,’ that cannot be ignored in the study 
of interrelations between countries and the institutions that represent their interests. These signs or 
truths have an impact on the spectrum of human development that is measured in terms of a long and 
healthy life, being knowledgeable and having a decent standard of living (United Nations Development 
Programme, 2019). 
 
The first of these truths is the overarching environmental challenge of climate change. This 
knows no political boundaries and does not discriminate on social, economic or cultural terms: “The 
global climate has changed relative to the pre-industrial period, and there are multiple lines of evidence 
that these changes have had impacts on organisms and ecosystems, as well as on human systems and 
well-being.” (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2019, p. 177). 
 
The United Nations has warned that there is little over a decade before the world suffers from 
the irreversible damage of climate change (General Assembly, UN, 2019). Likewise the 
Intergovernmental Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services claims that “goals for conserving 
and sustainably using nature and achieving sustainability cannot be met by current trajectories, and 
goals for 2030 and beyond may only be achieved through transformative changes across economic, 
social, political and technological factors” (United Nations / IPBES, 6 May 2019, Advance unedited 
version, p.5). 
 
Australia and Myanmar share the dubious honour of being among those countries in the world 
that are at most risk from the impacts of climate change. Myanmar is ranked second on a global scale 
after Honduras and, although Australia ranks lower than twentieth, the extremes of drought and flood 
across the continental environment of Australia present a common interest with Myanmar when it 
comes to questions of sustainability and the focus of vocational and technical education (Kreft, Eckstein, 
Junghans, Kerestan, & Hagen, 2015).  
 
Climate change is also a determinant towards increasing global inequalities: “income inequality 
has increased in many countries over the last few decades, as the wealthiest individuals have become 
wealthier while the relative situation of people living in poverty has improved little. Disparities in 
education, health and other dimensions of human development still remain large despite marked 
progress in reducing the gaps.” (UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs, 2013, p. 21). 
 
Myanmar is ranked one of the worst nations in the world in terms of a commitment to reducing 
inequality (CRI), at 138 out of 157 countries, and is 156 in terms of actual spending, such as on 
education, to reduce inequality, above only Nigeria (Oxfam International and Development Finance 
International, 2018). Corruption also remains endemic in Myanmar in areas of the judiciary, police, land 
administration, tax administration, natural resources, legislation, public procurement and civil society, 
including press censorship (GAN Integrity Inc, 2017). Australia sits at number 13 on the CRI but this does 
not necessarily allow room for complacency. The social, economic and health inequalities that exist 
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between the largely European migrant population that has settled in Australia over the last 200 years, 
and the indigenous peoples, that have occupied the land for over 40,000 years, are stark and a long way 
from being resolved. This inequality is being compounded by climate change (Sweet, 2019). 
 
Australia also has a distasteful record in the area of humanitarian treatment of indigenous 
peoples and minorities, with a hidden history of frontier wars and genocide. This does not legitimise a 
moral authority over the more recent and televised atrocities in Myanmar, whose “security forces 
continued to commit grave abuses against Rohingya Muslims throughout 2018, deepening the 
humanitarian and human rights catastrophe in Rakhine State. More than 730,000 Rohingya have fled to 
neighbouring Bangladesh since the military campaign of ethnic cleansing began in August 2017. The 
government denied extensive evidence of atrocities, refused to allow independent investigators access to 
Rakhine State, and punished local journalists for reporting on military abuses.” (Human Rights Watch, 
2019). 
Australia is fully aware of these human rights issues and has a comprehensive dossier of 
information on the Myanmar scenario (Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
2019). Despite this, according to newspaper reports based on access to documents sourced under the 
freedom of information laws, the Australian defence department spent almost $400,000 on English 
lessons and training courses for members of the Myanmar military in 2017-18 (Thomas E. , 2018), and 
have been subject to appeals from Amnesty International to cut ties (Doherty, 2018). The Australian 
government is taking a pragmatic view of its relations with Asia: “successive Australian governments 
have placed heavy emphasis on the development of both bilateral relations and multilateral 
engagements in East Asia and the wider Asia Pacific regions. Regional cooperation in East Asia and the 
Asia Pacific has confronted many obstacles, including the great diversity of peoples and countries, deep-
seated rivalries...and a preference for informality rather than rules-based institutions” (Parliament of 
Australia, 2019). 
This pragmatism has extended to Australian universities seeking to engage with emerging, re-
emerging and superpower nations in Asia. All are seen as potential and lucrative markets that not only 
compensate for a decline in federal government funding, but also provide opportunities for competitive 
leadership: “international education is Australia’s largest service export and the nation’s fourth largest 
export overall...over the coming two decades, international education is predicted to be among the 
fastest growing sectors globally, firmly positioning it as one of five sectors capable of driving the next 
phase of Australian economic growth. In order to fully capitalise on these opportunities, Australia’s 
international education providers will need to be more nimble and more enterprising than they have ever 
been, exploring new markets and segments and developing innovative products to meet changing 
demands of learners and industry.” (Deloitte Access Economics, December 2015, p. 2) 
Nimble systems, new markets, enterprise, innovative products, competitive advantages and 
achieving growth are terms that, to date, have normally been associated with the corporate world of 
business. For a university to adopt these attitudes, at the same time as adapting to volatile global 
environmental scenarios, is a major challenge. It is especially so for Australian universities that have 
been structured on roughly the same institutional and federal model for over one hundred years, and do 
not share a high level of innovation engagement with corporate business. When the paradigm of the 
Australian university system is asked to confront an even more challenging scenario in Myanmar, once 
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viewed as having the potential to be either an ‘Asian tiger’ or a ‘basket case’ (Emerging Asia Economics, 
2015), and to do so in the light of warnings of global catastrophe, there are intense complexities and 
raw sensitivities that must be understood.  
 
This is the discomforting context within which this study is undertaken. On one level, Australia 
and its universities, and Myanmar and its educational infrastructure and systems, are polarised in their 
differences. On another level, there is much that is common between them, not least the legacy of 
colonialism and oppression, both as subjects and as perpetrators.  This legacy remains manifested in the 
buildings of their respective former capitals, Melbourne and Yangon, and in the education policies and 
systems that direct much of the higher education and vocational curriculum.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Myanmar – market opportunity or messy risk? A perspective on how an Australian university 
responds to the need for the kind of education that will enable a ‘decent living’ in Myanmar. 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 
This chapter poses a research question as a response to a motivating statement. It considers a 
hypothesis and problem arising from this question, outlines the research aim, structure and outcome. 
The research study is structured in three parts: attitude, alignment and approach. 
1.1 Research Question 
On the 1st June 2012 in Bangkok, Thailand, Aung San Suu Kyi, leader of the Burmese National 
League for Democracy, gave a speech to the World Economic Forum. This was her first speech outside 
Myanmar in twenty-four years, over fifteen of which had been spent under house arrest. Alongside 
political reforms, the rule of law and youth unemployment, one of her key messages related to 
education: 
We need basic education in Burma, the kind of education that will enable our people to earn 
a decent living for themselves. (Associated Press, 2012) 
 
This is the motivating statement for this thesis. It is not a statement made within the confines of 
a political party room or even within a national convention – it is directed towards an international 
forum and, as such, evokes the need for an international response. But why should an Australian 
university respond and, if so, how, and what can be done? Is it a market opportunity ready for corporate 
exploitation or is it a messy risk to be put in the ‘too hard basket’ for another time? Or is it possibly the 
other way round – a messy opportunity and a market risk – something that appeals to a radical 
institution driven by a not-for-profit mission? As will be seen, paradox is a feature of this study. 
Mahbubani (2008) questions the ideological drive behind Western attempts to exploit crises in 
non-Western parts of the world to leverage the cause for democracy. How does a Western institution, 
or indeed an individual person, with limited engagement and experience of a foreign, or unfamiliar 
culture within its own boundaries, firstly understand, secondly approach and, thirdly, make an impact in 
terms of social change and economic empowerment? This raises the issue of whether we in the West 
should be responding at all – do we have the right, what are our boundaries, and what is the validity or 
efficacy of our chosen method of approach? 
The contentious question of Western (at this stage for the sake of argument Australia is 
blanketed as being Western) engagement in the affairs of a southeast Asian nation also relates to 
differing perspectives and ways of seeing. The Burmese writer and historian Thant Myint-U (as cited in 
Mahbubani, 2008) emphasises this area of dissonance: 
What outside pressure can bring about democratic change?...Are we really looking at 
Myanmar – a country of 55 million people – in the right way?...Only liberal democracy can  
bring long-term stability to a country as diverse as Myanmar. The question is how to go from 
here to there, leave behind the rhetoric and look for practical measures based on a better 
understanding of the country’s past.(Mahbubani, 2008, p.275). 
 
This thesis explores how an Australian university responds to the plea in the ‘right way.’  
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1.2 Research Hypothesis and Problem 
It is the central hypothesis of this thesis that Australian universities have responded in an ad hoc 
and opportunistic manner to the need for education in unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets, and 
are driven by the corporate imperative of economic growth that may be counter to their founding 
principles.  
Furthermore, it is argued that this need for education is not resolved by the imposition of 
Western-style curriculum and requires an alignment of perspectives and understandings leading 
towards a shared approach. When asked what Australian universities can do in response to the need for 
education, Aung San Suu Kyi answered “start to build informal networks.” (Kyi A. S., personal 
communication, 27th November 2013). This marks an acknowledgement that the educational 
infrastructure in Myanmar is not mature or solid enough to develop or sustain the kind of formal 
partnerships that universities are accustomed to forge in other parts of the world, but it also highlights 
the potential of alternative solutions that are flexible enough to withstand changes in circumstances 
that may be politically, socially, economically, technologically or environmentally imposed. 
All these factors and motivations are tested in the crucible of post-2012 Myanmar, and not least 
in the fate and perceptions surrounding the iconic figurehead of Aung San Suu Kyi, the de facto head of 
government since 2015. It is a good sign for universities that, when asked what are the most important 
qualities of Burmese culture to be preserved, Aung San Suu Kyi responded “the Buddhist values of 
loving-kindness and compassion. A respect for education.” (Clements, 2008, p. 87). This places education 
high on the list of priorities within a new, democratic and hopeful future for Myanmar.  
But it is part of the Buddhist founding philosophy that everything must change. Aung San Suu 
Kyi recounts a prescient meeting with a holy teacher (Hsayadaw) who “sketched out for me tersely how 
it would be to work for democracy in Burma. ‘You will be attacked and reviled for engaging in honest 
politics,’ pronounced the Hsayadaw, ‘but you must persevere. Lay down an investment in dukkha 
(suffering) and you will gain sukha (bliss).” (Kyi A.S., Letters from Burma, 1997, p.161). 
Suffering is, unfortunately, a feature of both Western engagement with ‘other’ societies and 
internal relationships across cultural, social, economic, ethnic and political divides. A lack, or 
obstruction, of access to education is a primary force in suffering. And nowhere is the chasm between 
political will and social change more exposed than through the personal trajectory of the person who 
has taken on a responsibility, bordering on authoritarianism, for the fate of the people living within 
Myanmar’s geo-political boundaries: 
There are falls from grace, and there is Aung San Suu Kyi. In 2015 her election to the post of  
state counsellor – de facto head of government – was hailed as a sea-change moment for  
Myanmar. Three years on, the feted Nobel peace prize winner has become a global pariah at  
the head of a regime that has excused a genocide, jailed journalists and locked up critics,  
leaving the international community wringing its hands as Myanmar remains as repressive as  
ever. (Ellis-Petersen, 2018, The Guardian, retrieved 28/11/2018) 
 
Such is the fragility of dealing with a subject matter where human agents operate within the 
dynamics of corruptible power politics. There is no doubt that those who represent the ‘West,’ including 
Australian universities, need to appreciate that “in the bonfire of liberal certainties, Myanmar makes for 
an especially painful case.” (The Economist, retrieved 26/10/2017) 
The validity, efficacy and value of an approach methodology to address this case relates to the 
questions raised above around how to respond and what to do. Caution around the risks of ideological 
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and exploitative approaches, fully expressed as ‘orientalism’ by Edward Said (1978), suggests that 
different perspectives need to be considered, and a chosen methodology needs to be tested through 
lenses that reveal pragmatic outcomes directly related to the motivating statement. 
1.3 Research Rationale and Aim 
I should state, from the outset, that this is a reflective thesis. It is not based on empirical data 
sourced from the field through formal and structured interviews. Rather, it adopts a singular perspective 
and considers the thinking to be done, the assumptions to be questioned, the sensitivities to be 
considered, and selections of the kind of literature to be consulted, before fieldwork is undertaken or a 
corporate engagement strategy designed and delivered. 
In this respect, it is an approach that applies not just to Myanmar but to any unfamiliar, remote 
(in terms of geographical distance and cultural engagement) and emerging market. People and societies 
who are unfamiliar are often branded as the ‘other’ in a way that has become a derogatory term 
(Brooklyn Academic, 2019), a trend addressed in the context of the east-west dichotomy by Said (1978), 
and in terms of tribes, nations, linguistic communities, and cultural traditions by Kapuscinski (2008). 
Myanmar is chosen because of its paradoxical circumstances, its status as an ‘underdog,’ therefore 
having the greatest potential, in what may be termed a league of competitive nations, and the parabolic 
trajectory of its key political and education spokesperson, Aung San Suu Kyi. This rationale will be 
explored in more detail in Chapters 2 and 3. 
The use of the term ‘market’ to position Myanmar, or any other unfamiliar, remote and 
emerging state, nation or community, implies a starkly economic standpoint that could be interpreted as 
a form of scientific or academic colonialism (Galtung, 1967). Whereas this assertion may be 
acknowledged, it is also explained as a deliberate reflection upon the increasingly corporate nature of 
Australian universities, notwithstanding the vast repository of highly valued and effective work 
undertaken by social researchers in remote and often dangerous scenarios. The corporatisation of 
academia was felt among the global community in 2008 – “in the UK, there is increasing grumbling that 
this is Not A Good Thing” (Narain, 11/07/2008) – and by 2018 was acknowledged by the Grattan 
Institute in Australia as a practical reality – “changes to funding policy mean that the Commonwealth 
Government is becoming more interventionist while providing a decreasing share of all university 
revenue. In 2018, the Commonwealth Government will spend less in real terms on tuition subsidies than 
it did in in 2017, the first annual drop since 2003. Just over a third of research expenditure is financed by 
Commonwealth research funds.” (Norton & Cherastidthan, September 2018, p. 3). As an employee 
fulfilling roles in teaching, program management and business development in Australian universities for 
the last decade I have been witness to this morphing of university identity.  
This is the rationale for adopting a personal and corporate perspective to the question of 
response to what is essentially an educational market scenario. This may be seen as experimental, 
certainly radical and, as mentioned above, does not dismiss the value of exhaustive, engaged and often 
dangerous fieldwork in a politically volatile environment such as Myanmar. What it does do, and this 
may be seen as contentious, is to seek to acknowledge that over thirty years of corporate management 
experience in the commercial sector, overlapping with fifteen years of teaching and market analysis in 
the tertiary education sector, if not fieldwork in the traditional academic sense, is a form of contribution 
to the accumulation of knowledge and understanding, including shared experience with indigenous 
communities in Aboriginal Australia. I am the first to acknowledge that this thesis does not sufficiently 
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conform to Malinowski’s principle that to judge something you have to be there (Malinowski, 1984) in 
respect to an immersion in Myanmar society, but it does in respect to the Australian university and it is 
from this perspective that a start is made. It is a way of seeing peculiar to my own circumstances and 
perspective as a white, middle-class male educated largely within the western classical tradition of an 
English grammar school and public university system, privileged in that it was entirely free, both in 
terms of financial cost and in the exchange of ideas. Kapuscinski highlights the issue of reflectivity 
inherent in that standpoint: 
Herodotus was aware of man’s sedentary nature and realised that to get to know Others you  
must set off on a journey, go to them, and show a desire to meet them…In short, he wanted to 
 know them because he understood that to know ourselves we have to know Others, who act as  
the mirror in which we see ourselves reflected; he knew that to understand ourselves better we  
have to understand Others (2008, p. 19). 
 
How this aspect of individual background and perspective is woven into a systems thinking and 
systems dynamics approach to the question of an Australian university response is explored in Chapter 
5.2. Furthermore, the personal perspective is aligned with a university perspective. Although generically 
Australian, there is no overt identification in this thesis of a specific university. Again, this is deliberate 
because my argument rests upon the premise of a comprehensive and flat Australian university sector in 
which all institutions operate to the same fundamental model and principles. This rationale and 
standpoint is explored in Chapter 5.4. 
In summary, the primary aim of this research study is to explore a radical approach to the 
question of how an Australian university responds to the need for the kind of education that will enable 
social and economic empowerment for the people of Myanmar with reference to business concepts and 
socio-cultural studies.  
It does this in the following ways: (i) to explore attitudes related to current knowledge and 
perspectives on Myanmar, (ii) to explore the literature relevant to the primary question, (iii) to conduct 
an institutional ethnographic analysis of an Australian university from the perspective of a participant 
observer, (iv) to apply critical systems thinking and a viable systems model to the ethnography that 
combines corporate and academic experience and reflection, (v) to seek alignment between an 
Australian university and to question the validity and efficacy of this methodology, (vi) to develop a 
model of approach and engagement towards unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets that has value 
to corporate and academic institutions, and (vii) to identify areas of further research and activity. 
1.4 Research Structure 
This thesis is structured in three parts: attitude, alignment and approach. 
1.4.1 Attitude 
Part One considers why the study is needed and is appropriate within the context of southeast 
Asian geo-politics and relations between Australia and Myanmar. It is a study in self-knowledge and 
understanding. 
It addresses the questions of what issues and factors need to be understood in considering the 
need, considers the rationale for the choice of study and conducts a literature review. The literature 
review focuses on technical and vocational education and training (TVET) from a southeast Asian and 
Myanmar perspective and previous approaches towards understanding and attitude towards Myanmar 
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in three key areas: (i) the Buddhist / Burmese narrative, (ii) the outsider narrative, including 
international non-government organisations, governments and corporate institutions, and (iii) the 
shared narrative between Myanmar and non-Myanmar academics.  
1.4.2 Alignment 
Part Two explores the question of how an Australian tertiary vocational education institution 
aligns with the need as a precursor to the development of a response strategy.   
The methodology section considers the validity of alternative research approaches in a way that 
reflects the complexities and assumptions involved when a western education institution can contribute 
to social change in an unfamiliar, remote and emerging environment. A qualitative institutional 
ethnographic approach is adopted, incorporating informal and formal data from interviews and 
reflective experience. Critical systems thinking processes are considered and utilised in the analysis. 
The primary lens of this study is a metropolitan Australian university ascribed for the purposes 
of this study with the name ‘Australia University’. A supplementary lens is the colonial-era heritage 
architecture in Yangon and its role in the environmental sustainability of urbanisation in Myanmar in the 
context of global climate change. These lenses are chosen on the premise that there is a causality 
between heritage conservation and the mitigation of climate change that can be harnessed by 
education and non-government institutions such as ‘Australia University’ and the Yangon Heritage Trust. 
1.4.3 Approach 
Part Three explores what is possible to be done to enable institutional approaches to 
indigenous, remote and emerging markets where dissonance around issues of identity, values and 
education need to be resolved in the face of common challenges related to sustainability development 
goals such as heritage value and climate change mitigation. The study concludes that sustainability 
education should be at the core of TVET studies enabling social and economic capacity-building to take 
place within and under the control of emerging markets partaking in shared and informal networks with 
Western institutions and individuals. 
1.5 Research Outcome 
This research study represents the first time that an in-depth institutional ethnography of 
attitude, analysis and approach regarding unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets has been conducted 
in the university sector from a hybrid corporate and educational perspective. It is presented as a model 
for enquiry towards a form of understanding to be conducted prior to intensive field research and 
institutional engagement. 
As such, it has value and relevance to academic and corporate institutions considering an 
engagement with, and investment in, unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets that seek social and 
economic empowerment in a global geo-political and climate-change environment struggling with issues 
of sustainability and development.  
It proposes a template for the design of frameworks and processes that enable capacity building 
in unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets based upon train-the-trainer, educational management and 
leadership principles geared towards social and economic empowerment and environmental 
sustainability. It is the argument of this research study that this ‘bottom-up’ approach, involving shared 
knowledge and experience, will have an impact on political decision-making leading to social change.  
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PART ONE – ATTITUDE 
You are what you think. All that you are arises from your thoughts. With your thoughts you make your 
world. Buddha, The Dhammapada 
Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom. Aristotle 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 2 - KEY ISSUES AND FACTORS 
The statement ‘we need the kind of education in Myanmar that will enable our people to earn a 
decent living for themselves’ raises issues, from an outsider perspective, of identity, typology and the 
value of social capital. The question of identity is aired using the terms ‘we’ and ‘our people’ towards an 
international audience, which means I must consider at least two forms of identity: that which is self-
generated and that which is imposed by others. And there is a distinction between those who have 
control of the narrative – the ‘we’ - and those who are subject to it - ‘our people.’ This has implications 
for the ‘kind of education’ that is asked for – is it an exclusive type that caters to an elite leadership 
cadre or is it a more inclusive type that, metaphorically speaking, raises all boats with the tide?  
The statement goes on to qualify the kind of education needed as one that enables the earning 
of a ‘decent living’ and, furthermore, that is generated ‘for themselves,’ not by others. This relates to a 
greater need more attuned to self-actualisation and individual well-being rather than a transactional 
means to a mercenary end. Before any response can be formulated, therefore, I need to try to 
understand, or at least acknowledge the complexity of, what I can infer from the words in the 
statement.  
2.1 Identity – ‘Our People’ 
The question of what is meant by ‘our people’ is contentious when seeking to craft an 
engagement strategy towards an unfamiliar, remote and emerging market. But it is the most vital if an 
educational response is to have any validity.  
Myanmar / Burma has been subjected to western perceptions of identity ever since the 
respective English, Portuguese and Dutch East India Companies began trading in the region and fuelling 
the imperial drive through product exchange or exploitation. The colonial mindset that this generated 
led to what Said (1978) describes as ‘orientalism’ in the portrayal of middle eastern and Asian cultures 
by western powers largely through literature and the arts. An example of how this dissonance of identity 
plays out can be seen in studies of Burmese reflections of Myanmar novels alongside the perceptions of 
western novels about Myanmar / Burma, cognisant of the qualification that most Burmese novels that 
are accessible to us through translation are from the post-colonial period, and most Western novels 
relate to the colonial period before independence in Burma and the military shutdown of intellectual 
discourse.  
Western perceptions lie largely on the reputation of George Orwell, and his book Burmese Days, 
published in 1934. The fact that Orwell based this book and other stories upon his experience as a police 
officer representing colonial interests in Burma between 1922 and 1927, and the prescient nature of his 
more famous works, Animal Farm (1945) and 1984 (1949), said to be representations of the dystopian 
society yet to come in Myanmar (Larkin, 2005), adds credence to its value as a barometer of feeling 
around relations between Burmese and non-Burmese characters. ‘Bootleg’ print versions of Burmese 
Days sit alongside the works of Aung San Suu Kyi and math and English language readers on the 
ubiquitous bookstalls that line the streets of central Yangon today. 
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Silverstein (1985) describes Burmese Days as a damning indictment of imperialism and includes 
it in a canon of stereotypical novels, such as The Jacaranda Tree by H.E. Bates and The Chequer Board by 
Nevil Shute, that highlight the problems encountered by Westerners in remote and unfamiliar 
landscapes. In this respect, the Burmese cultural scenario becomes the setting for a narrative arc that 
proceeds from excited curiosity through to a desperate struggle for survival, with either a hero’s victory 
over the odds, as in Patterson’s journey in The Jacaranda Tree, or a tragic succumbing, as in Flory’s fate 
in Burmese Days. The significance of these novels, according to Silverstein, is that the Burmese 
characters are not anywhere near the centre of the narrative, unless in terms of their elite status and 
usefulness as a bridge between eastern and western perspectives. The themes of colonial rule, religion 
and the clash of cultures, seem to be dominant yet, among those who survive, both sets of characters 
come through their ordeals with their fundamental cultural grounding intact.  
In this vein, it is worth mentioning a more modern interpretation attempted by the best-selling 
Australian author, Di Morrissey, who, perhaps more than any other writer, has reach to a large majority 
of Australian readers and their perceptions, to the extent that her novel The Golden Land (2012) would 
be the default choice of reading matter, perhaps alongside Burmese Days, for tourists or business 
people taking their first flight from Australia to Myanmar.  
As a result of her research trips to Myanmar and the building of informal networks during 2012 
(in the spirit of Aung San Suu Kyi’s advice as mentioned in the Introduction above), Di Morrissey set up 
The Golden Land Education Foundation (Morrissey, 2018) with the help of a Burmese monk to start a 
school in a village near Mandalay. This foundation, by promoting the training of teachers and providing 
for the funding of equipment and resources, is a model for a kind of alternative education, among 
others that will be considered in this study. In this respect, Morrissey and Orwell have in common a 
‘lived’ experience, even though Morrissey’s is of course more shallow in terms of actual engagement, 
but not in terms of ‘learning.’ 
Morrissey attempts in her novel, but achieves more in her actual exemplar as an individual, that 
which a single Japanese novel cited by Silverstein, The Harp of Burma by Takayama, concludes, in 
questioning what can be learned from the Burmese. Takeyama’s novel, from a Japanese perspective 
that can claim no moral ascendancy over Burma, seeks to recover, according to Silverstein, some 
element of humanity in a post-colonial, post-war setting. Silverstein (1985) claims that Orwell and other 
western novelists did not address this element of reconciliation nor did they ask what learning could be 
derived. It is only now, with the likes of Morrissey, that this idea of knowledge exchange and cultural 
coalescence is being explored, albeit tentatively. Morrissey, in hindsight, may have missed the mark in 
being so polemical about Aung San Suu Kyi in her novel, but it is through the work of her Golden Land 
Foundation that a more engaged outcome is seen.  
However, the breaking down of Western idealised portrayals of Oriental people, especially 
women, as threatening, seductive and essentially dangerous, still has a long way to go. Selth (2016) talks 
of the persistence of the imperial ethos that sees the Orient as a place of exoticism and opulence where 
western men are sent to conquer, not just the land and the ideas, but more so the hearts of foreign 
women to ‘save’ them. Selth maintains, indeed, that Kipling’s 1890 ballad Mandalay became so 
entrenched in western popular culture, that this single manifestation of cultural stereotype continues to 
influence the western perspective of Burmese identity.  
To support this view, an image from a schoolchild British magazine dated in 1973 seems to 
persist in the current environment. 
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Figure 1. Cover of Look and Learn Magazine No. 587, 14th April 1973. 
Look and Learn Ltd. London, UK. Reproduced with permission. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The grim, clean-cut determination of the all-in-white British Lieutenant Downe wielding a sword 
as he leads the 11th Bengal Native Infantry at the Battle of Minhla against a band of Burmese rebels is a 
quintessential image of imperialist might, in this case given a romantic quest-like spin with the overt use 
of Rudyard Kipling’s poetic allusion to an exotic and mysterious world of riches for the taking in 
Mandalay, the heart of Burma (Figure 1). Kipling’s poem, The Road to Mandalay was recited by the 
British Foreign Minister, Boris Johnson, during a formal visit to the Schwedagon Pagoda in Yangon in 
2017, before he was discreetly and diplomatically cut off by the UK Ambassador (Jack, 2017). This act of 
nostalgic indulgence on the part of a British Foreign Minister serves to illustrate the embedded 
prejudices and sensitivities that remain in relations between post-colonial nations.  
Whereas there may be elements of nostalgia, prejudice and persistent orientalism in much of 
the canon of western fictional depictions of Burma and even today’s Myanmar, there is no such 
agonising in Burmese novels. Htut and Kaung (1990) identify five clear themes in post-colonial Burmese 
novels: (i) social problems following independence, (ii) the lives of defence forces trying to establish 
peace and stability, (iii) the presentation of Myanmar culture against the onslaught of Western 
influences, (iv) nation-building and identity, and (v) social change as a result of modernisation. Thadu’s 
The Magnificent Man from the Army (1951) stands up alongside any British Boy’s Own or Look and Learn 
depiction of the brave warrior but it differs in one fundamental element – it is written from the 
perspective of a woman. The story centres around a woman who is determined to only ever marry an 
army man, regardless of their rank. Issues of social class and expectation arise when it is clear that the 
woman’s choice is a man of lower rank, thereby unable to provide the trappings of a comfortable 
existence. Comfort does not seem to be the lot of Burmese women in the novels of the colonial and 
post-colonial period, indeed female suffering is a more common denominator across the five themes 
that Htut and Kaung identify. 
Ma Ma Lay’s Not Out Of Hate (1953), one of the few immediate post-colonial Burmese novels to 
be translated into English, tells the tragic story of Way Way who marries a Burmese man determined to 
conform to Western ways, even to the extent of denying his wife indigenous medical help when she 
becomes ill. This novel is strong on Buddhist philosophy and the sentiment of maintaining the dignity 
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and integrity of the traditional Burmese way of life in the face of advancing Western education and 
technology. Its title suggests that the impact that the Burmese husband has on the suffering and the 
ultimate fate of his young wife is not through any deliberate act of hate, but can be blamed rather upon 
the insidious and pervading nature of Western influence on his behaviour. It is from this novel that a 
clear signal is given of what our expectations of engagement with Myanmar should be based upon, 
spelled out in a letter to Way Way from her mother seeking to explain the eight ‘rules of the Way’ 
needed to liberate her from suffering: 
In short, daughter, of these eight the most important is Right Understanding…once you have 
the right understanding you will then have the right intentions, you will say the right words, 
 you will perform the right actions, you will live rightly. You will put forth the effort to be  
diligent in the right, you will be heedful of the right, and your mind will be fixed on what is  
true. (Lay, 1991 (Translation)) 
 
This message aligns with the question put forward by Thant Myint-U, cited earlier, as to whether 
we are looking at Myanmar in the right way. Burmese novels carry a political message in that women 
represent a way of life that is threatened – in this respect the women, the land and the culture are one.  
This comes across in Wendy Law-Yone’s trilogy of novels. In her first, The Coffin Tree (1983), a 
political coup in Burma results in the unnamed female narrator and her brother being sent into exile in 
the USA. In one phase of the story the young woman is secluded in a mental hospital, a clear analogy 
with the fate of her country, suffering indifference and lack of understanding. In Irrawaddy Tango (1993) 
the narrator leaves her village to marry a man who is the dictator of a country named Daya, a clear 
reference to Burma. She is jailed and beaten, subjected to reversals of oppression and adoration, itself a 
form of psychological torture, and survives only by succumbing to a life of least resistance, embroiled in 
a twisted fate like the tango dance that forms the title. Once again, her story is that of Burma itself 
under military rule. Law-Yone’s most recent novel, The Road to Wanting (2010) tells the story of Na Ga, 
a young woman who escapes Burma for a new life in Thailand but, despite the opportunity for freedom, 
she only wants to return home. Wendy Law-Yone herself was fifteen years old when she made the same 
crossing of the border into Thailand, but she was caught, forcibly returned, interrogated and exiled into 
statelessness (Law-Yone, 2013). The similar journeys of young Burmese women were documented in the 
film Dreams of Dutiful Daughters (Kyi M. K., 2013), revealing first-hand accounts of attempts to forge 
decent lives in dangerous and often hopeless circumstances. 
A common theme in these stories is the contradiction between hope and despair, beauty and 
ugliness, richness and poverty, power and subjugation, all existing at one time in one place and primarily 
through the interaction between western or western-centric men and Burmese women. Law-Yone 
chooses the name ‘Daya’ to represent her country, a Burmese word that means both ‘compassion’ and 
‘wound’ (Ghosh, 1993). This paradox is also played out in Michelle Aung Thin’s The Monsoon Bride 
(2011), the story of Winsome, a young Burmese convent-raised woman who marries a man with 
aspirations to make it in the big city of Rangoon. Once again, it is a story of opposites colliding: “‘Cleave 
to one another’ the priest at the convent had said. Cleave, to bind together. To split apart.” (Thin, 2011, 
p.16) 
This identification with paradox is an element that is difficult to understand from a western 
perspective seeking to interpret the meaning of a seemingly straightforward statement from a Burmese 
politician. The difficulty is not confined to westerners, as the discussion of Burmese writers 
demonstrates above, and the recent work of Burmese artist Sawangwongse Yawnghwe encapsulates 
this in a series of three large canvases entitled Peace Industrial Complex (Yawnghwe, 2018).  
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Figure 2. Myanmar Peace Industrial Complex No. III. 2018. Sawangwongse Yawnghwe. 9th Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary 
Art. Image sourced from Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, November 2018. 
At first sight this sprawling work (Figure 2) looks like a highly complex underground 
metropolitan rail map, then the labels become clear as links are made between hundreds of 
interlocutors, mediators, ethnic groups, individuals, donors, armed forces, countries, corporate bodies, 
ministers, non-government agencies and a myriad of stakeholders involved in the decades-long 
Myanmar civil war. Described as “a schematic of confusion masquerading as certainty” (Mathieson, 
2018, p. 24) it is a parody of obsession with systems analysis and misguided attempts to make sense of 
something that actually does not. This ‘messy’ characteristic will reveal itself as a theme throughout this 
thesis. 
There is a strong element of nationalism in Aung San Suu Kyi’s use of the term “we” and “our 
people” in her statement. The fundamental complexity of nationalistic interests that Yawnghwe is 
depicting in his canvas makes efforts to dispel it that much more difficult because Aung San Suu Kyi, as 
de facto leader of the nation, is, according to Gravers (1993), the heir of that nationalism, founded by 
her father Aung San, whose extreme fundamentalism she has been trying to remove. There are around 
one-hundred and thirty-five ethnic language groups in Myanmar, represented by fourteen adminstrative 
units including seven regions and seven states, home to the Chin, Kachin, Kayah, Shan, Kayin, Mon, 
Rakhine, and the Bamar (or Burman) who dominate with approximately seventy percent of the 
population (Ytzen, 2014).  
Attempts to federalise these conflicting interests into a consolidated and unified nation that has 
standing in the global geo-political environment is an ongoing process, much like Yawnghue’s canvas. 
The National League for Democracy (NLD), formed as an opposition to the military dictatorship and 
finally in control of a nominally democratic Myanmar since 2015, headed by Aung San Suu Kyi, has 
brought its own version of intra-organisational factionalism and dissonant expectations. This, of course, 
is not unusual among political parties but it does mean that “the NLD hardly represented the ‘Burmese 
people’ who were mostly rural cultivators; rather it was composed mainly of urban, educated groups 
vying for ‘the throne’.” (Aung-Thwin, 2012, p.261-2). 
Looking at Myanmar today it is important to recognise this paradox and complexity, and to 
appreciate the need, as Thant Myint-U suggests, to look at its past. Aung San, regarded as the founder of 
modern Burma, considered that a nation is a collective term applied to a people irrespective of their 
ethnic origin. His daughter Aung San Suu Kyi added to, but perhaps confused this by describing 
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nationalism as “fundamentally a part of the traditional ethos…sprang from Burmese sources, even 
though they were inevitably influenced by western ideas and institutions.” (Kyi A. S.,1991, p.104). The 
acknowledgement that outside forces have an influence on nationalism in Myanmar is current today in 
the debate on what to do with the heritage architecture that is the manifestation of British colonialism. 
The reality is that both colonialism and anti-colonialism are part of the Myanmar identity. A 
form of syncretism has existed to pitch the pluralistic nature of Myanmar nationalism against outside 
influences – “while Indian nationalism was essentially a product of British rule, there had always existed 
a traditional Burmese nationalism arising from Burma’s cultural homogeneity…to be Burmese is to be 
Buddhist” (Kyi A.S.,1991, p.103). But the inferred claim from Aung San Suu Kyi that Buddhism is a pre-
cursor towards Burmese nationhood turns nationalism into a mechanism “whereby autocracy is 
rationalised as a means to generate modern economic and technological development in the Burman 
way.” (Gravers, 1993, p.131). If Buddhism and ‘the Burman way’ are essentials of Myanmar identity and 
representative of the ‘we’ referred to in Aung San Suu Kyi’s statement then this excludes the Christian, 
Hindu, Muslim and other minorities that have been part of the patchwork of Myanmar society for 
generations.  
The Burmese historians Michael Aung Thwin, Maitri Aung Thwin and Thant Myint-U all point to 
an understanding of the pre-modern rather than the modern period as essential to gain a recognition of 
what defines Myanmar today. In this respect the British colonial period and World War Two could be 
seen as more of an ‘interregnum’ between monarchical and military autocracies rather than part of a 
linear process of nation-building. As with many cases where the withdrawal from empire results in at 
least a temporary dysfunction bordering on anarchy, the legacy of the British colonial hegemony in 
Myanmar is a re-emergence of prejudice and “conflict based in the defining idea of national identity.” 
(Atkins, 2018, p.230).  
This issue is manifest in the case of the Rohingya Muslims, recorded as having resided in the 
northern region of Rakhine State on the western coast of Myanmar since the eighth century (Aung-
Thwin M. A.-T., 2012). At the end of the British colonial-era and on the cusp of Burmese independence 
in 1947 the Rohingya leaders met with Muhammed Ali Jinnah of the All-India Muslim League to discuss 
the incorporation of the Rohingya into East Pakistan. But with the assasination of Aung San in 1947 and 
the death of Jinnah in 1948 the Rohingya were left in limbo and have remained ‘stateless’ ever since 
(Atkins, 2018). They have become the scapegoats in a force towards a clearly defined national identity, 
the official line of which is that the Rohingya are not citizens of Myanmar, are illegal Bengali immigrants 
and a legacy of British colonialism (Atkins, 2018). Thus they have been handed over to the responsibility 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 
Whereas the state can be said to be using division to promote a party line that is based on a 
singular form of nationalism, observers on the ground have identified a “desire to get along” among the 
various ethnic groups and factions seeking to survive and find fulfillment in their everyday lives (Ware, 
2016). And if Aung San Suu Kyi is serious about making a plea to an international forum about the need 
for education then it is inevitable that the situation in Rakhine state, alongside all the other states and 
groups in Myanmar seeking some form of autonomy, should be considered by those educational 
institutions who may wish to gain from responding to that plea, for as soon as we do “we in the 
international community have clearly become a conflict actor in our own right.” (Ware A. and Laoutides, 
C.., 2018, p. 3). 
The dilemma for an Australian university is that it is an actor in a larger geo-political landscape 
and dependent, not just from a financial perspective, but also from a moral point of view, upon the 
approach of its government. A report in The Guardian stated: 
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Australia’s foreign minister…will visit Myanmar, a country which the United Nations recently 
 found conducted what almost certainly amounted to an act of genocide against the  
Rohingya people last year…despite this, Australia remains one of the only western countries 
 to maintain links with the brutal Tatmadaw military, something that puts it out of step with  
the United States, Canada, the European Union, the United Kingdom, and France among  
others. (Woodroofe, retrieved 13 December, 2018) 
 
This dissonance against a common and accepted norm on the part of the Australian government 
is motivated by the principle that it is better to be engaged and reform from within a relationship than 
to attempt to influence as an outsider.  
This stance by the Australian foreign ministry is an acknowledgement of a key feature of the 
Burmese identity. Since J.S. Furnivall, as a colonial administrator, identified Burmese ethnic variety as 
subjected to a form of liberal pluralism (Englehart, 2011), it has become clear that this diversity has 
been harnessed, as mentioned earlier, to justify authoritarian rule in the name of state multiculturalism 
in places such as Malaysia and Singapore (Goh, 2008). This tells us that cultural pluralism can be as much 
a front for political and economic oppression as for liberation and empowerment where a majority, for 
example the Bamah or ethnic Burmese in Myanmar, dominate. Bullivant prefers to call this 
phenomenon an “integrated polytechnic” whereby a society is pluralist at the family, local and private 
levels, thus allowing a state religion such as Buddhism to co-exist alongside other traditional forms such 
as Christianity and ‘nat’ (spirit) worship, but is integrated at national levels of government, law and the 
economy (Bullivant, 1981). 
Any educational programme, according to Bullivant, needs to cater for these twin levels of 
structure, and to recognise the common core elements that have to do with integration as much as with 
division, however state and nationalistically-driven those divisions may be. This means considering how 
and why those minority groups such as the Rohingya, the Shan and Kachin, Christians, Hindi and 
Muslims in Myanmar society, are disadvantaged in relation to dominant groups such as the Buddhist 
Burmese. Bullivant refers to this socio-cultural process as the “enculturation imperative” (1981, p.17) 
that provides for the learning of one’s culture in terms of both the past and what is needed to prepare 
for the future. This can be seen in Aboriginal Australia through the coalescence of ‘dreamtime’ and 
‘technology’ and it has been seen earlier in the call for an understanding of Myanmar’s past as an 
essential means to contribute to its future. The imperative, therefore, is not a one-off delivery of an 
educational programme – it is a lifelong process that involves both formal and informal enculturation 
based on knowledge, skills and values.  
Would an Australian university be closer, then, to understanding what Aung San Suu Kyi defines 
as ‘we’ and ‘our people’ in the motivating statement for this study? And should it even begin to 
formulate a response until the limitations under which a western institution  operates are understood:  
When dealing with issues of culture, cultural difference, and cultural diversity in particular, it 
 is important to keep in mind the warning offered by the Australian scholar Brian Bullivant, 
 who noted that programs designed and intended to encourage ethnic and cultural  
identification, including many multicultural education programs, “are ideal methods of  
controlling knowledge/power, while appearing through symbolic political language to be 
 acting solely from the best of motives in the interests of the ethnic groups themselves.”  
Issues of power and dominance, in short, are closely related to issues of culture, and we need  
to be aware of this nexus even as we seek to explore and to understand various cultures.  
(Reagan, 2004, p.37) 
27 
 
 
Reagan concludes that there is no single Western culture and therefore, by implication, no 
homogenous Myanmar or Asian culture that can be worked with to craft an educational response. If 
there is dissonance and slow progress within a society around the definition of the ‘we,’ this makes it 
difficult to infer what ‘kind of education’ is appropriate as an area of focus for an Australian university. 
2.2 Typology – ‘The Kind Of Education’  
It is clear from the statement that it is ‘basic’ education that is being sought. And it can also be 
concluded, from the exploration above, that this basic education must be tied in with an element of 
nationalism and, paradoxically, diverse ethno-culturalism, not to mention the dichotomy between 
‘western’ / Australian and ‘eastern’ / Burmese perceptions. The concept of ‘cleaving’ – joining together 
and splitting apart – is the messy scenario that needs to be grappled with in a response. 
One of the key issues facing Myanmar is the migration of people from the rural to the urban 
environment. Myanmar remains one of the few countries in the world where the rural population is in 
the majority but this is changing rapidly. This means that individuals brought up in the countryside are at 
a disadvantage in terms of English language proficiency in comparison to their compatriots in the city, 
particularly in the case of girls and women who do not have the same access to schooling as males. In 
this respect, rural to urban language proficiency is as problematic as post-immigration proficiency for 
migrant women who are disadvantaged by socio-economic factors including the lack of access to 
vocational and educational opportunities for participation and advancement (Paula G. Watkins, 2012). A 
key finding from the study into Karen female refugees arriving in Australia with limited or no English 
language skills states as follows: 
Education programs must find ways to harness the motivations of refugee communities, 
understand and sensitively negotiate cultural customs and take into account the effects of 
culture, gender and context on student learning. Service providers must review and question 
their established practices and assumptions in relation to diverse groups of learners. In the case 
of Karen refugee women, teachers should be alert to their relative passivity and develop 
strategies to facilitate enhanced communication. Most importantly these programs must do no 
harm – a basic level of cross-cultural respect and understanding must be a prerequisite for all 
encounters between teachers and learners. (Paula G. Watkins, 2012, p.138). 
English language ability in this case was cited as the ‘number one’ problem affecting well-being 
and therefore this aspect of a basic kind of education, that will enable economic empowerment as 
fundamental, should be considered among other factors.  
Myanmar sits at number 207 out of 220 countries on a ranked scale of spending on education as 
a percentage of Gross Domestic Product (World Bank Group, 2016). The combined public spending on 
education and health in Myanmar is rising only slightly to 13 per cent in 2017-18, in contrast to the 
UNESCO recommendation of 20 per cent for education alone. Planning and finance, electricity and 
energy, and defence all receive more individual budgets in the March 2017 budget, the first full budget 
created by the recently elected National League for Democracy (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2018). This 
means that ‘basic’ education has a special meaning in Myanmar where, by the final year of secondary 
school, only 10 per cent of the students who commenced primary school remain enrolled (United 
Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 2011). The enrolment rate in primary school also is low at 84.6 
percent overall (MOE, 2012) and even lower in rural areas and poor households (UNICEF, 2011) where 
there is a greater expectation on children to contribute to the running of the household or family 
business. Primary and English language education constitutes a significant element of what perceived 
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and is statistically represented as ‘basic.’ But it is only part of the picture. The area that can be said to 
have a direct impact on the ability of people to earn a living is vocational education and it is here that 
there is a clear unrequited need, including deficiencies in curricula relevance, quality control, teaching 
staff qualification and experience, and links to market demand (ADB, 2012).  
Bullivant (1981) identified three types of vocational curriculum. The first exists in the present, is 
very slow-moving and is determined between generations. An example of this, Australian Aboriginal 
learning, based on dreamtime stories and a close association with the land and water, has remained in 
place for tens of thousands of years. Likewise, the teaching and learning offered to rural communities in 
Myanmar by local monks, representing the larger body of Buddhist interpreters known as the sangha, is 
mainly concerned with the maintenance of key facilities such as water supplies, roads and bridges as 
well as the fundamental literacy and numeracy skills (Lwin, 2000). Subject-oriented and children’s rote 
learning have been the primary methods of educational practice in Myanmar for thousands of years, 
perpetuated by the sangha and adopted by the Myanmar government up to the modern period (Lwin, 
2000). This educational curriculum provided by local monks is the kind supported by Di Morrissey’s 
Golden Land Education Foundation. 
The second type is adaptive, one that meets social needs but without altering the system 
(Bullivant, 1981). It is training to satisfy changing environmental conditions, and is probably the most 
urgently required in Myanmar as a means to upskill the workforce to meet market demand and to 
educate the population to engage in a more globalised world. The Myanmar National Education 
Strategic Plan is aimed at addressing this need through transformational shifts related to preschool, 
basic curriculum, basic access and inclusion, student assessment, teacher education, alternative 
education, TVET, higher education and management capacity (MOE, National Education Strategic Plan 
2016-21, 2016).  
The third type of curriculum is a determining form of education whereby social change is 
achieved through changing those who will work within it. This is an empowering form of education, 
opening up possibilities over which the government has little determined control due to the critical 
thinking nature of its curriculum. With skills development the situation is even more challenging 
because a supreme law strategy comes head to head with market forces, complicated by individual 
country interpretations of how these forces are perceived. Maclean (2013) argues that, even though 
more workforce training is needed for high-skilled workers, a market system is more urgently needed in 
the Asian environment.  
The top-down response to this challenge is the Myanmar Long-Term Thirty-Year Education 
Development Plan (2001-2031). This plan has its origins in the 1998 education reforms that “are 
considered a turning point in Myanmar education history” (Mar, 2005, p.338). Niang Yee Mar considers 
the perspective of the plan in seeking to create a system that “relates to how these people can be 
provided with an opportunity to take increased responsibility for their learning throughout their 
lifetimes, in order that they shall be able to undertake effective livelihoods.” (Mar, 2005, p.341) 
Mar recognises that vocational education is perhaps the kind of education suited to preparing 
adults for engagement in a knowledge-based society and makes the point that “TVET policy (is) 
especially significant as it seeks to promote specialised practical and professional skills for employability, 
as well as generic and adaptive life-skills for better citizenship” (Mar, 2005, p.338). In this respect, Mar is 
important as a source as she represents an indigenous commentary on the state of affairs of education 
in Asia that is a fundamental break from the bulk of western academic approaches. The fact that she has 
prepared a study with the backing of the Myanmar Ministry of Education demonstrates that there is a 
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determination to bring the debate into their own hands and not to rely solely on the views of others 
from the west.  
Dr. Thein Lwin, Director of the Teacher Training Center for Burmese Teachers and consultant on 
educational reform to the National League for Democracy in Myanmar (Lwin, 1999) suggests that a 
possible reason why an intra-Asian collaborative approach to education is yet to evolve: that it has to do 
with emerging economies still coming to terms with defining their historical and cultural narrative. 
Those nations that base their philosophical code on Theravada Buddhism, for example Myanmar, 
Thailand and Sri Lanka, claim a traditional culture of education that is embedded into their society 
regardless of any colonial influence or ‘socialist’ experiment. Indeed, the Burmese make a special claim 
to once being one of the most educated societies in Asia and to being pioneers in the development and 
practice of critical thinking strategies (Kende-Robb, 2017). Much of the work of Dr. Thein Lwin is to bring 
this emphasis on critical thinking into the mainstream debate about education within the frame of 
reference of the Myanmar education plan. He makes the association with vocational education by 
referring to active learning and critical thinking as an integral part of the democratic and economic 
development process (Lwin, 2010). More recent literature supports this association between critical 
thinking and economic development. Gravers and Ytzen (2014) note that the Myanmar government sees 
investment in education as ultimately profitable for the people, and that it is committed to holistic 
education sector reform, giving priority to higher education. The emphasis towards higher education has 
its rationale in the leading towards exchange of students and academics, ideas and, crucially, foreign 
investment (UNESCO, 2013).  
This historical exploration of the potential ‘kinds’ of education brings us up to date with the new 
Myanmar Government National Education Plan 2016-2021 (2016), which acknowledges the need for 
critical thinking as well as a range of education options, including foundation studies, vocational 
education and, significantly, alternative education. Within this catalogue of options and strategies lies 
the kind of thinking that can be inferred from Aung San Suu Kyi’s statement and plea. All are considered 
no doubt to be necessary for the future development of Myanmar as a nation with its own distinctive 
characteristics. The challenge for an Australian university, however, is to decide which one is the most 
valid, appropriate and achievable in the context of other environmental sensitivities and demands.  
2.3 Value – ‘A Decent Living’ 
Buddhism is relevant to our inference of what Aung San Suu Kyi refers to as a ‘decent living’ 
given the identification of Burmese existence within this philosophy. One of the four ‘noble truths’ of 
Buddhism is the concept of dukkha, roughly translated as ‘suffering’ referred to earlier. Life contains 
physical pain, entails change and, as a result, we are compelled to seek experiences that relieve us of 
this suffering at the same time as being aware that the inter-relatability of existence means that it may 
affect any of us at any moment in any place (Engelmajer, 2013). In this respect, a decent living is one 
that acknowledges and accepts this inevitability as a starting point towards spiritual enlightenment and 
the goal of awakening, or nirvana (Engelmajer, 2013). A good society, therefore, emanates from 
individuals who are good within themselves, not from a social system that is perceived, in itself, to be 
good; it is the administrators of that system that need to be virtuous within the principles laid down by 
Buddhism (Wisadavet, 2003).  
This, of course, is a highly simplistic interpretation of the principles of Buddhism and it would be 
disrespectful to claim to use this as an authoritative approach to a question that justifies years of 
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intensive study and practice. However, the Buddhist philosophy of education is critical towards 
understanding what constitutes a decent living in Myanmar society. Judging from what is known of Aung 
San Suu Kyi’s writings related to identity, her use of the term has distinctive connotations related to 
more than just pragmatic and transactional applications. 
Buddhist education as practiced by the sangha is geared towards the surrounding community 
and the nurturing of vocational skills as well as intellectual development. Buddhism as a faith does not 
have exclusivity towards capacity-building in remote and emerging communities –  Ware et al (2016) 
point out that faith-based organisations each have distinctive ways of implementing practice based on 
differing concepts of economic well-being that, although prioritising education and health services, can 
tend towards short-term needs and, in some cases, hinder progress towards more equitable gender and 
workplace activity. Given the long-term presence of minority religious communities in the Myanmar 
social landscape, these differing approaches towards what may be regarded as decent living standards 
have to be acknowledged in the discussion related to a valid and appropriate response. What also has to 
be acknowledged by a western institution, such as an Australian university, in this context is that this 
does not simply mean that a democratic system of where minorities have a say, and a share in defining 
what is valid or just, is the accepted norm: 
Venerable Buddhadasa has proposed that the best social system is a democracy of Dhamma 
socialism which is despotic, meaning it has administrators who are just, who are concerned with 
the well-being of the general populace and exercise absolute power…if the administrators were 
just it would be efficient and expedient for them to have absolute power. (Wisadavet, 2003, 
p.163). 
This point in favour of a top-down form of democracy is, as Wisadavet maintains, arguable. If, 
philosophically, the responsibility for achieving what is subjectively regarded as a decent living lies with 
the individual and their respective internal mechanism for dealing with external forces of society and 
the environment, this stands in opposition to the claim for a government regime or democratically 
elected parliament to take charge of that responsibility on their behalf. According to Buddhist 
philosophy, democracy is not the ideal social system due to the primacy of the laws of nature in deciding 
what is right and what is wrong, not the voice of the majority; for what human beings establish as the 
truth may or may not correspond with the real truth, or what is righteous, known as dhamma 
(Wisadavet, 2003). The impact of the Buddhist philosophy on education is relevant to the way in which a 
response methodology is crafted and considered valid or effective from a western education institution 
towards a predominantly Buddhist society, and the Buddhist interpretation of a decent living is of 
interest, although difficult to define: 
It has been stated that Buddhism does not propose to organise the social form. This seems to 
indicate that Buddhism has no social philosophy. In fact it is very difficult to glean a social 
philosophy from the teachings of Buddhism by means of logic, because the ultimate objective of 
Buddhism is transcendent…and according to the Buddhist way of thinking the form of a society a 
person lives in is not the deciding factor for that person attaining the ultimate goal. The deciding 
factor lies with the individual. The individual must deal with the forces within him or her, not 
with the external forms of society. However, some features of society may aid a person’s 
attaining the highest objective and some features may hinder it. (Wisadavet, 2003, p. 165). 
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Whatever may be the philosophical basis of a decent living, and however much the individual in 
Burmese society has faith in that foundation, the compulsive drive to survive is prevalent and displayed 
in protests, insurgencies and civil conflicts, and their repression, that have characterised Myanmar since 
independence and continue to do so in the more recent period of the Burmese form of democracy. 
When placed alongside the logic-based measures of what constitutes a decent standard of living, albeit 
derived from a western analytical perspective, the situation for the individual in Myanmar is not 
favourable. 
The arbitrary transition from the twentieth to the twenty-first century impelled many 
governments and institutions to take the opportunity to review the progress of civilisation and to set 
new goals for the benefit of society in general. Hence the Millennial Development Goals (MDGs) were 
conceived and interpreted as guidelines towards the achievement of ‘a decent living’ for individuals 
throughout the world and across benevolent agencies. From these generic goals the United Nations set 
out more specific Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development , Rio+20 in Rio De Janiero in 2012 related to environmental, social and 
economic imperatives (United Nations, 2012). Following this, the European Union (EU) has set out a list 
of goals related to fertile land, clean air and water, employment in work, education and training, social 
protection, safety from violent conflict, equality of distribution and the sustainable use of natural 
resources linked to climate change mitigation as well as resistance to disease and malnutrition (The 
European Union (EU), 2013).  
Likewise, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) has set out employment creation, social 
protection, rights at work and social dialogue as its primary goals, with particular emphasis on access to 
jobs, dignity, equality and safety for women in society and in the workplace (International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), 2018). The specific Sustainable Development Goal related to the purposes of this 
study is SDG-8 that aims to “promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all.” Furthermore, the reference in the motivating 
statement for this study towards ‘earning a decent living’ relates to Goal 8.3 that states the aim to 
“promote development-oriented policies that support productive activities, decent job creation, 
entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage the formalisation and growth of micro-, 
small- and medium-sized enterprises, including through access to financial services.” (World Bank, 2018). 
Already, therefore, it can be seen where educational strategies need to be aligned in order to be 
effective in responding to the kind of development needed from both philosophical and empirical 
perspectives. However, it is necessary to place Myanmar in the context of other more prosaic measures 
of well-being and sustainability. 
The most commonly accepted measure of what constitutes a ‘decent living’ is the United 
Nations Development Programme Human Development Index (UNDP-HDI). This rates countries 
according to three dimensions of health, knowledge and a decent standard of living, within which there 
are three indicators of life expectancy, years of schooling and Gross National Income productivity per 
capita (GNI-PPP), all contributing to an overall Human Development Index (HDI) score (Table 1). 
Myanmar does not rank well on this index in comparison with other countries.  
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Country Australia Singapore Malaysia Sri Lanka Thailand China India Myanmar 
Ranking / 
189 
3 9 57 76 83 86 130 148 
HDI / 1.0 0.939 0.932 0.802 0.770 0.755 0.752 0.640 0.578 
Life 
expectancy 
83.1 83.2 75.5 75.5 75.5 76.4 68.8 66.7 
Years 
Schooling 
(expected) 
22.9 16.2 13.7 13.9 14.7 13.8 12.3 10 
Years 
Schooling 
(actual 
mean) 
12.9 11.5 10.2 10.9 7.6 7.8 6.4 4.9 
GNI per 
capita 
(USD) 
$43,560 $82,503 $26,107 $11,326 $15,516 $15,270 $6,353 $5,567 
Table 1. United Nations Development Programme Human Development Index (UNDP-HDI). Source: (UNDP , 2018) 
Included in this table are countries that are either neighbours with or linked with Myanmar 
through cultural ties (e.g. Sri Lanka and Thailand as locations for the historical development of 
Theravada Buddhism), historical association (e.g. Malaysia as a former British colony) or political 
aspiration (e.g. Singapore as an exemplar of a form of despotic democracy) and focus of educational 
aspiration (e.g. Australia and Singapore). The range of differential is stark, although it is interesting to 
note that Myanmar and Australia have in common the large discrepancy between educational 
expectations and reality in terms of actual years of schooling accomplished – the Australian figure is 
inflated by a focus on lifelong learning, post-graduate education and study related to workforce 
development. These are aspirations contained within the Myanmar National Education Strategic Plan 
2016-21. It is interesting also to note that China and India, currently relatively low on the HDI scale, 
aspire towards development that will have a major impact on the ability of Myanmar to raise its ranking. 
The reality of the figures expressed above can be placed into perspective through two lenses at 
this stage: one relating to how other countries have performed during the period when Myanmar was 
virtually absent from the economic re-emergence of Asia in the 1990s, and the other relating to studies 
conducted on labour force and socio-economic conditions in Myanmar itself. 
In referring to the concept of a ‘decent living’ in her speech in 2012, Aung San Suu Kyi would no 
doubt have been aware of the progress of other economies and the so-called ‘Asian miracle’ that by-
passed Myanmar throughout the late 1990s and the first half of the first decade of the twenty-first 
century. The perceptions created by that decade of accelerated growth resonated across the whole of 
the Asia-Pacific region, in particular the view that education had a significant impact on the economic 
performance of nations, to the extent that this orthodoxy was not supported in the USA and UK where 
education progressed independently of the economy (Booth, 1999). The ‘Asian Tiger’ perception of an 
interdependency between education and economic growth was, according to Booth (1999), based only 
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upon the performance of Japan, South Korea and Taiwan during the 1990s where education was 
accelerated in advance of demand. Most other nations did not have the funds or the resources to match 
such aggressive growth. 
For example, claims Booth (1999), the rapid economic growth in Vietnam during this period 
resulted in a deterioration of the education system as investment in education resources were not kept 
in line with the economy. A different picture is revealed in the case of Singapore, often cited as a model 
for the link between education and economic growth: Booth maintains that this link was based largely 
on rhetoric and the actual relationship between per capita GDP and educational enrolment was not 
clear. An interesting observation relates to the idea, briefly discussed earlier, that English language 
training is a simple panacea to the need for a basic education related to economic empowerment due to 
the adoption of the language as the foundation for business among ASEAN economies. Booth presents 
the notion that, in Singapore, the widespread parental conviction that English or Chinese language 
fluency is critical in gaining well-paid jobs supported a teaching system based on only two languages – 
English and Mandarin – whereas 85 percent of students did not speak either language at home (1999). 
Furthermore, an emphasis on built infrastructure and architecture to present a bold and imaginative 
image was chosen at the expense of investment in good teachers. 
This compulsion towards image presentation was, it seems, a prime motivator in educational 
policy and Aung San Suu Kyi may have had this in mind when making the association, especially as some 
element of interest may have been driven by the desire to move on from the legacy of colonial 
influence. Booth suggests that the determination to erase sharp distinctions of class, race and ethnicity 
in Malaysia, also a former colonial subject during the 1990s was a major factor in economic policy, 
rather than any deliberate attempt to align education with economic performance.  
In Thailand, one of the few countries in Asia not colonised by a Western power, the situation 
was different. Here, the focus was on participation rates, which were very low resulting in employers 
having to conduct basic literacy and skills training to enable their employees to perform tasks. This 
meant that those employees who were skilled became targets for poaching by competitor enterprises, 
with the subsequent impact that employers were then reluctant to invest in any training at all. The 
consequence of this vicious cycle was that enterprises were unable to move from low-technology, 
labour intensive structures into the medium technology sectors more suitable to export economies, thus 
hitting the metaphorical brick wall or at least slowing down after an initial period of rapid growth. Booth 
sums up as follows: 
The argument that heavy investments in education have led to equitable economic growth in 
several of the fast-growing economies of southeast Asia since the 1960s is unconvincing and not 
supported by the evidence…In several cases it is very clear that educational and skills bottlenecks 
have forced governments into relying on expatriate labour, and in some cases retarded economic 
growth (Booth, 1999, p. 304). 
The perception in the minds of the Myanmar government and counselling personnel (as Aung 
San Suu Kyi was at that time) may well have been driven by the examples of Japan, South Korea and 
Taiwan, especially as Korean television was (and remains) popular in Myanmar and Japanese investment 
and aid, as a counter-influence to China, has been significant in propping up sectors of the economy. 
Therefore, by 2012, any kind of evidence that education has a causal relationship with economic 
34 
 
performance would have been enough to convince those who were part of an economy that had 
remained unliberated for decades, subject to sanctions and isolated from exposure to global processes. 
One of the dilemmas of a society that purports to adhere to a religion or philosophy is that the 
system of belief does not necessarily pervade in an effective way through to every individual. Hattam 
(2004) argues that it is the individual transformation that must be harnessed to the benefit of society, 
hence an individualistic Buddhist form of critical social theory. The problem for the individual is to 
enable this kind of transformation in the context, in the case of Myanmar, firstly of oppressive top-down 
autocracy and, subsequently, globalised corporate capitalist development. In this scenario the labour 
market is highly unstable and complicated, as shall be encountered in ‘listening’ to voices in Yangon 
later in this study. Applying standards and systems related to effective vocational education programs in 
this environment is obviously very difficult. This is the underlying dilemma in all the cases where the 
right kind of philosophical or political argument is portrayed in an environment where the actual 
implementation of those principles is highly problematic. Since 2011 and the election of President Thein 
Sein there has been more freedom allowed for trade union activity with the passing of the Labour 
Organisation Law in March 2012 and the Trades Disputes Act in April 2012, which at least increased the 
number of trade unions. However, the incompleteness of these acts of legislation means that, according 
to the Cooperation Program of Independent Workers (CPIW) in Myanmar, they contravene aspects of 
two core International Labour Organisation (ILO) Conventions: the Freedom of Association and 
Protection of the Right to Organise, Convention number 87, and the Right to Organise and Collective 
Bargaining, Convention number 98. (CPIW, 2014). The executive summary to the report of the CPIW 
states: 
The struggle for workers in Yangon’s industrial zones, and indeed everywhere in Myanmar, will 
be long and complex. Despite some positive noises from government there is still a lack of 
political will to genuinely protect and promote labour rights. With the imminent onset of a huge 
increase in foreign direct investment, the industries in Yangon’s industrial zones…are set to grow 
substantially over the next few years, thus exacerbating existing problems unless labour 
standards are vastly improved. Prevailing corruption and the lack of rule of law is another 
debilitating factor in this struggle as those with power and money, who are certainly not the 
workers, seek to maintain the status quo. (CPIW, 2014, p.1)  
An observation of the CPIW report is to note “the perception in Myanmar that companies from 
‘the West’ are more ethical and ensure the rights of workers” (CPIW, 2014, p32). This raises the question 
of what impact measures related to industrial vocational education can have in such a difficult scenario. 
The CPIW report also places emphasis on the difficulties of establishing an effective labour system as the 
following extracts illustrate: 
There is a distinct lack of rule of law in Myanmar, and this spreads into the sphere of labour 
rights as it obstructs access to justice for those wronged, facilitates corruption and impunity, and 
hinders the establishment of just, fair labour laws…Laws are not publicly promulgated in Burma 
as the parliamentary process lacks transparency and proper deliberation of laws…For decades, 
judges have been heavily influenced, both institutionally and culturally, by the ruling military 
regime. Thus, there remains today a big problem of trust in the justice system…Myanmar 
remains very near the bottom of Transparency International’s corruption perception index (172 
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out of 176) and the culture of kickbacks, particularly at the lower level, will take years to change 
(CPIW, 2014, pgs. 33-35).   
The recommendations of the report with respect to the international community, which 
includes educational institutions, call for pressure on the Myanmar government to implement 
international labour standards, invest in compliance with UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights, provide technical assistance in formulating legislations and support capacity building assistance 
to newly formed labour unions (CPIW, 2014, p38). The focus on capacity building would seem to be one 
area that impact can be most strongly felt, especially in terms of cooperating with, rather than 
attempting to impose upon, the gradual process of law-making and control of corruption and poor 
practice embedded into the principles of the new Myanmar government elected from 2015. This implies 
a form of servant leadership position: if there is a perception that the ‘west’ has the more ethical and 
effective approaches to labour law implementation, as the CPIW report points out, then it is also 
incumbent upon the ‘west’ and western institutions, such as an Australian university, to consider 
creative ways to operate within a highly dynamic, informal and pluralistic urban environment.  
The Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan 2018-2030 (MSDP) provides an expression of the 
leadership that is sought from Western agencies seeking to develop an appropriate response to the 
need for capacity building. Strategy 4.1. of the development plan, under Pillar 3: People and Planet, 
states the aim to “improve equitable access to high quality lifelong educational opportunities.” 
(Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018). This 
development plan recognises that a quality education system is indispensable to a healthy economy, 
and the concurrent National Education Strategic Plan 2016-2021 goes into more detail around the 
question of access. From these documents it can inferred that the government of Myanmar 
acknowledges that broad-range structural reforms are required to ensure that basic education not only 
delivers literacy and numeracy outcomes, but also contributes to students’ overall development in ways 
that allow them to realise their full potential. This will be examined in more detail in terms of an 
alignment with the principles of ‘Australia University’ later in this study. The MSDP Strategy 4.1 outlines 
ten tactical action plans, five of which reveal clues as to how this study will develop its focus: (i) 
infrastructure sustainability, (ii) water and waste management, (iii) teacher recruitment and training, (iv) 
TVET curriculum development to meet private sector needs and TVET for disadvantaged and under-
represented groups, and (v) access to alternative forms of education. This also relates to the MSDP 
Strategy 5.6 “manage cities, towns, historical and cultural centres efficiently and sustainably,” 
(Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018) where 
‘Australia University’ also has specialist capability. 
This correlation between education and ‘a decent living’ brings forward the importance of TVET 
as a means of facilitating sustainable human development. Pavlova (2013) has raised the debate around 
the links between capitalism and cultural decline, highlighting the crisis caused by unchecked 
technological and economically-driven progress, and takes a position whereby the human condition is at 
the centre of options that are either continued economic growth within an environment driven by 
market conditions or based on alternatives to existing social and environmental problems related to 
issues of equity, emancipation and social change. Pavlova accepts the second position as the preferred 
option, citing the 1990s as a period when technical education focused upon its relevance to the needs of 
a nation and to prepare students for work and life in society, although there are Australian universities 
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and technical colleges that maintain this approach today, placing a priority on economic and technical 
imperatives over social and cultural values (2013).  
The emphasis on technology has, according to Pavlova, resulted in a perspective towards 
sustainability that is one-dimensional and exclusive of cultural diversity and intercultural understanding. 
In the 1990s and early 2000s this emphasis on producing graduates efficient at exploiting resources and 
perpetuating a capitalist consumer culture may well have been an effective way of correlating education 
with what would have been regarded a decent living in purely economic terms, and it is known that 
there has been a strong correlation between numbers of TVET students and per capita income in 
developing countries (Pavlova, 2009a). The problem is that a consumer culture presents expectations 
that may be out of step with what is realistically attainable in different societies – for example, mention 
has been made above of the penetration of Korean television in Myanmar.  
In this vein, the inference on what defines a decent living must be tempered by an 
acknowledgement of this plurality and dissonance in international and intranational scenarios. Technical 
skills in these environments need to be supported by the right kind of motivation and the social support 
mechanisms to enable their implementation. In this respect, there is a leaning towards a kind of 
education that encompasses sustainable development, rather than economic growth, as its primary 
point of correlation, and one that allows people to gain “power over decisions and resources that 
determine the quality of life.” (Pavlova, 2009b). 
2.4 Conclusion – ‘For Themselves’ 
There is a final element of the motivating statement that returns us to the notion of nationalism 
present in the positioning of the Myanmar leadership. The status of Myanmar within a geo-political 
environment is examined in this study and it is important to consider a sustainable socio-economic 
future derived from a kind of education in terms of the level of self-determination that can be achieved 
and maintained, hence the reference to ‘themselves’ as the generators of a decent living rather than a 
dependency on outside forces.  
When Michael Porter explored the competitive advantage of nations in 1990 he defined a 
nation’s competitiveness as depending upon the capacity of its industry to upgrade and innovate, 
acknowledging that differences in values, culture, economic structures, institutions and histories all 
contribute to competitive success (Porter, 1990). This was before it became clear that the southeast 
Asian economies were about to transform the west-east economic dynamic through a rapid surge of 
expansion and increased foreign direct investment, effectively ‘leapfrogging’ the conventional stages of 
economic development. Pavlova and Maclean maintain that nations have been transformed into 
competitive states, largely through the harnessing of human capital, of which education and training are 
key elements, and particularly in the third, innovation-driven, stage of competitive development (the 
first two being factor- and efficiency-driven). (Maclean, 2013). Problems arise when national economies 
accelerate faster than TVET policies and implementations can keep up; in a supply-driven education 
environment, such as Myanmar has been, this results in poor performance and frustration on the part of 
those industries that seek to take advantage of dynamic economic conditions. 
The dilemma that this can produce is that people are converted from the limiting scenario of a 
supply-driven educational system into a labour system that thrives on subjugation and corporate 
hegemony, not compatible with a ‘decent living’ as seen above. The inference to be taken from the 
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expression ‘for themselves’ means that, whereas foreign direct investment must be accommodated 
within Myanmar’s development plans, there must also be an acknowledgement that the colonial and 
invasive tactics of the past cannot be tolerated. The notion of empowerment, therefore, is critical as a 
condition towards designing and providing the ‘kind of education’ that determines the quality of life, 
embraces not only skills but also knowledge and understanding, and includes the capacity and capability 
to transfer that knowledge and those skills in a self-determining way. Pavlova (2013) emphasises that 
education for sustainable development should be based on a shared vision, and if the way that an 
outsider such as an Australian university does not include this condition, then it is simply reinforcing a 
crisis of cultural and economic decline.  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 3 – RATIONALE 
This chapter outlines the rationale for the choice of Myanmar as a subject for this study. It 
places Myanmar in the context of unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets seen from the perspective 
of both an Australian university and an Anglo-Australian researcher who, as an employee of the 
Australian university system, is a participant observer within the scope of the research question. 
3.1 Why Myanmar? 
I have been able to infer some definitions related to identity, typology related to education and 
interpretations of what constitutes a decent living in the context of environmental and economic 
sustainability, including empowerment and self-determination within a shared vision, as a precursor to 
national competitiveness.  
It is also clear that the chosen statement that encompasses all those elements, and sets up the 
conditions for an international response, comes from the leader of a southeast Asian country largely 
unknown, if not forgotten, in the spectrum of views emanating from the West. Myanmar is mentioned 
only once in the Australian Government white paper Australia in the Asian Century, and only then in 
reference to its post-world war two independence (Australian Government, 2012, p.79). Any media 
publicity surrounding Myanmar is couched largely in terms of the scale of internal armed conflict, 
human rights abuses, political repression and natural disasters that have contributed to its status as the 
source of the fourth largest group of refugees in the world, totalling 1.2 million at the end of 2017, 
932,000 of which are being handled by Bangladesh (UNHCR, 2018). Australia has 29,300 of those 
Myanmar refugees, 20,000 of which have arrived since 2006 (Refugee Council of Australia, 2018), and 
fewer than one thousand Myanmar students enrolled in Australian universities out of a total of 7,064 
international Myanmar students worldwide (Australian Government, 2018). 
Myanmar is also the largest producer of methamphetamines in the world, part of the ‘Golden 
Triangle’ with Thailand and Laos as the source of illegal drugs, and the second largest supplier (after 
Afghanistan) of opium, 95 percent of which is produced in Shan State, a site of intense military civil 
conflict. Forty per cent of Myanmar’s foreign exchange revenue comes from drugs, and a large 
proportion, over US$1 billion, from rubies mined under appalling conditions to supply 90 per cent of the 
world’s demand (CIA, 2018). 
Myanmar is ranked 163rd out of 228 nations in terms of GDP capita, and 175th out of 179 
nations on an index of economic freedom. On a democracy index prior to the 2015 elections Myanmar 
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ranked 163rd out of a total of 167, and expenditure on education as a proportion of GDP remains in the 
lower ranks at 178 out of 182 nations. Myanmar’s urban population is just 30.6 per cent of its total, 
making it one of the few countries in the world that has not passed the threshold of transitioning from a 
rural to an urban-centric population (CIA, 2018). In terms of aspiring to Porter’s definition of a 
competitive nation, with an average per capita productivity of US $1,500, 70 per cent below other Asian 
countries, and just four years of average schooling per child, (McKinsey Global Institute, 2013) Myanmar 
clearly has a great deal to catch up on. It is understandable, if driven by an economic imperative, that 
some Australian universities should be tentative about engagement with Myanmar under this scenario.  
There is a concern for commercial viability that is increasing among universities worldwide as 
government funding retreats in favour of direct user-pay funding mechanisms. Without extensive 
government-subsidised or corporate support Myanmar has to compete in this commercial education 
environment, alongside all other markets such as manufacturing and services. The Asia Development 
Bank (ADB) Country Operations Business Plan, an indicator as to where it is focusing its lending, places 
some emphasis on infrastructure, education and training, in particular placing about 6 percent of its 
attention on capacity development through the vocational education sector and another 6 per cent on 
urban infrastructure and clean water supply, the bulk of the remainder focusing on transport, energy 
and investment in agriculture-related projects (ADB, 2018a). 
There is no escaping the fact that Myanmar is rich enough in terms of human and physical 
resources to capitalise on the southeast Asian economic surge. Growth predictions place Myanmar only 
second to Vietnam in terms of predicted per capita growth from 5.9 per cent in 2018 to 6.3 per cent in 
2019 (ADB, 2018a) and the Economist Intelligence Unit predicts a growth rate of 7.3 per cent annually 
between 2019/2020 and 2023/2024 even though this has to be considered in terms of no progress on 
political reform before elections in 2020 (EIU, 2019). Myanmar’s youthful population, an increase in the 
number of internet users from 2 million in 2012 to over 39 million in 2018, its tourism potential as the 
“last frontier of bio-diversity” and cultural heritage (ADB, 2018b), plus its reintegration into the regional 
economy in 2017 as a member of the South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation group (SASEC, 
2018), all point to a sense of cautious optimism.  
This was indeed the case when the McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) predicted a scenario 
whereby Myanmar would quadruple its GDP to US$200 billion, create 10 million non-agricultural jobs 
and increase its consuming class from 2.5 million in 2010 to 19 million, all by the year 2030 (McKinsey 
Global Institute, 2013). The MGI has since followed up this bullish perspective by placing Myanmar 
among eleven 'outperformers,’ including India and Vietnam, that have outpaced US growth consistently 
between 1996 and 2016. The role of private enterprise is a key determinant in this performance 
outcome, and the MGI considers key sectors such as high technology manufacturing, pharmaceuticals 
and medical technology, automotive, energy and logistics to be the leaders in this growth (McKinsey 
Global Institute, 2018). However, innovative and currently labour-intensive as they are, these industries 
are also the ones at the greatest risk of increasing unemployment due to automation, especially 
electronics manufacturing (World Bank, 2018). 
This raises the issue about the transition of subjugation from the political sphere, firstly as 
colonial subjects then under military dictatorship, to the commercial world where large multinational 
enterprises, representing their nation state, seek to establish hegemony over emerging markets. One 
only has to look at a map of Myanmar within its region to see the geo-political factors that come into 
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play and have an impact on the socio-economic ability of people to truly earn a decent living ‘for 
themselves.’  
 
Figure 3. Map of southeast Asia showing principal cities of Myanmar in 
terms of geo-political positioning. Image by the author. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The map of the southeast Asia region (Figure 3) demonstrates the positioning of Myanmar firmly 
wedged between the two great superpowers of the twenty-first century: India and China. It is in a place 
“where the world’s biggest democracy meets its biggest communist state” (Myint-U, 2011, p.6) and 
where, within a 500-kilometre radius of Mandalay in the centre of Myanmar, reside 500 million people, 
constituting a massive consumer market at the same time as an existential threat, if a purely 
nationalistic perspective is adopted, as seems to be the case referrred to earlier, to the Myanmar way of 
life.  
In simplistic terms, India can claim to have had a significant historical, cultural and political 
influence over Myanmar: it is the spiritual source of Buddhism, effectively controlled ‘Burma’ as its 
annex during most of the British colonial period, and provided much of the labour to build its 
infrastructure and run its economy until its people were expelled throughout the second world-war and 
the military regime that followed (Aung-Thwin, 2012). However, relations between India and Myanmar 
are being reinforced. The India-ASEAN summit that took place in Myanmar’s capital, Nay Pyi Taw, in 
2014 announced India’s ‘Act East’ policy, manifested in India building a trade corridor through Myanmar 
to Thailand and Vietnam, and in Myanmar allowing India to build marine ports on its Bay of Bengal 
coast. This interest in the littoral of the Bay of Bengal is expressed through India’s ‘Project Mausam’ that 
claims ancient trade links with its neighbours as a means of reinforcing scientific and cultural relations 
(Ministry of Culture, Government of India, 2019). This goodwill, however, needs to be seen in the 
context of an increase of 300 per cent in the number of India’s navy voyages since 2011 (IHS Markit, 
2019) and the joint project between the US, Japan, Australia and India to establish a ‘sea wall’ of 
hydrophones, designed to pick up submarine activity, across the Bay of Bengal from the southern tip of 
India to the northern tip of Indonesia (Balachandran, 2016). 
The primary reason for this activity is to counter the influence of China in the region. China’s 
interest in Myanmar, as the map shows, is explicit: 
40 
 
As British planners a century ago looked at the map and thought big thoughts, now Chinese 
planners have been doing the same...What China is lacking is its California, another coast that 
would provide its remote interior provinces with an outlet to the sea. Chinese academics have 
written about a ‘Two Oceans’ policy. The first ocean is the Pacific. The second would be the 
Indian Ocean. They didn’t say that Burma would become China’s California, but they clearly saw 
Burma as the bridge to the Bay of Bengal and the waters beyond. (Myint-U, 2011, p. 29). 
The Indian Ocean is an integral part of China’s maritime strategy (State Council Information 
Office of the People's Republic of China, 2016), to the extent that “we are not prepared to let the Indian 
Ocean become India’s ocean” (General Zhao, 1993). China is financing the construction of deep sea ports 
in Kyaukphyn, west Rakhine, and in Dawei, eastern Myanmar (incidentally China has purchased all but 
15 percent of the port of Darwin in the northern coast of Australia) as well as mediating in insurgency 
and civil conflict talks in the Shan and Kachin areas that border Myanmar and China’s western provinces 
(The Economist, 2016). It is significant that these areas form the nexus of the three largest Buddhist 
nations, Myanmar, Thailand and China, as well as a special economic zone (SEZ) between Mae Sot in 
Thailand, Myawaddy in Myanmar and Yunnan Province in China, supported by the China-based Asia 
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), set up as a rival to the ASEAN-centric Asia Development Bank 
(ADB). China accounted for 28.13 per cent of foreign direct investment (FDI) in Myanmar in 2016, 
dwarfing India’s FDI contribution of only 1.4 per cent (Directorate of Investment and Company 
Administration of Myanmar, 2016).  
This does not mean that China’s influence goes unresisted, and there is much in Myanmar’s 
nationalistic principles, discussed earlier, that have had an impact on decisions to curtail what is 
perceived as China’s overreach in certain areas, such as the cancellation of the US$3.6 billion Myitsone 
Dam project in 2011, which would have been 90 per cent geared towards providing electricity to China, 
and the cancellation of a US$20 billion railway project to connect China’s Yunnan Province with the 
Rakhine west coast of Myanmar (Malik, 2018). Nevertheless, major infrastructure projects continue to 
be supported by China, including the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and the Bangladesh-
China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) road network, all of which come under the overarching banner of the ‘Belt 
and Road Initiative’ (BRI), formerly known as ‘One Belt-One Road,’ and launched in September 2013 by 
China’s President Xi Jinping as the ‘Silk Road Economic Belt’ in a deliberate signal to reverse the 
colonialist silk roads that sourced and exploited eastern goods to service the west (Malik, 2018).  
The imperialist imperative, described by Lenin as “the highest stage of capitalism” (Lenin, 1916), 
depends upon resources, markets and bases, something that is clearly recognisable in histories of the 
British imperial endeavours of the 18th and 19th centuries. It is hard not to see a similar motivation and 
pattern to the Chinese BRI, where an inference of the duality between economic infrastructure and 
political hegemony cannot be avoided. Accordingly, the ‘Silk Road’ concept is not one that necessarily 
respects national boundaries and frontiers, many of which were laid down by colonialist powers in the 
nineteenth century with little regard for indigenous ethnic relationships. Indeed, Scott (2009) has 
identified an entire network of peoples in the border regions between Myanmar, China, Laos, and 
Thailand, to which he ascribes the name “Zomia,” that are connected by the fact that they live in upland 
hill country and have developed a set of characteristics attuned to that environment. Nevertheless, the 
people in that region are active in the process of informal and formal transnational trade and socio-
economic relationships such that “it is a challenge to the Silk Road to once again traverse and connect a 
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region with filiations and cross-filiations that defy modern political territoriality and administrative 
logic.” (Kumada, 2018, p.265). 
   
Figure 4. Map of southeast Asia showing principal road routes as part of the China-driven Belt and Road Initiative. Image by the 
author. Source: Nomadic Notes 2016. www.nomadicnotes.com 
Figure 5. Map of southeast Asia showing principal rail routes as part of the China-driven Belt and Road Initiative. Image by the 
author. Source: Nomadic Notes 2016. www.nomadicnotes.com 
Maps clearly illustrate the extent of the strategic and logistical positioning of Myanmar within 
the concept of the BRI. The first (Figure 4) shows the extent of road networks essentially establishing 
Myanmar as the western flank of the southeast Asian region with a distinct north-south corridor running 
down the ‘spine’ of the country to join the major capitals. Likewise, a projection of existing and 
proposed (or promised) rail lines and hubs across the Southeast Asia region (Figure 5) places Myanmar 
in a critical position supporting major networks between China and the west. 
The whole of the Mekong region, including Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam, is within the 
logistical reach of the city of Kunning in the Yunnan Province of China, and the Mandalay-Nay Pyi Taw-
Yangon corridor in Myanmar is a crucial north-south link on the western flank, the same flank that 
allows access to the oil reserves, trade routes and access to European and African markets and 
resources via the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean. Mandalay, the last royal capital of Burma, its 
cultural centre as counterpoint to the commercial centre of Yangon, and always a trade hub between 
the rice-growing lowlands and the rest of Southeast Asia, is set to become a city of four million people 
by 2040, in spite of its current state with decaying infrastructure, road congestion, limited public 
housing and few employment opportunities (Kim, 2018). There is no doubt that the BRI can bring many 
much-needed benefits to the people of Myanmar, in spite of the criticisms that it exists only to serve 
Chinese interests.  
But the economic dependency inherent in the terms of engagement with the BRI run counter to 
the requirement that the Myanmar people need something that will enable them to earn a decent living 
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‘for themselves.’ There are shortcomings in the BRI in that its economic interests, without due diligence 
towards environmental, social and political concerns, may not be enough to win people over. Both the 
cities of Mandalay and Yangon have development committees that have created, respectively, the 
Mandalay Urban Services Improvement Project (MUSIP) and the Yangon Urban Master Plan (YUTRA) 
that have aspirations to achieve clean and green cities by 2040 and integrated water supply systems that 
will generate growth through climate change adaptation and social and environmental sustainability 
(Kim, 2018).  
This bold, new urban agenda on the part of the Myanmar government to establish cities and 
regional townships that are compatible with environmental conservation (UN Habitat, 2016) is 
dependent upon a sensitive balance between indigenous capacity and foreign direct investment. In the 
meantime, if a condition of dependency upon the BRI means that the interests, values and vision of a 
people, however pluralistic, need to be aligned with the Chinese party political line, then this may be 
asking too much, especially when China itself may be extending beyond its own capacity in order to 
revive an ancient ethos (Ling & Perrigone, 2018). China’s debt is now 250 per cent of its GDP; its falls in 
the currency market and drop in foreign exchange reserves from US$4 trillion to US$3 trillion have 
exposed the risk that China is undertaking whereby it expects to lose 50 per cent of its investment in 
Myanmar (The Economist, 2018). The China-Myanmar Economic Corridor (CMEC) is being seen by some 
as a potential ‘debt trap,’ especially where private sector entities are involved in so-called Private 
Priority Projects such as the New Yangon City Development involving the Yangon City Government with 
the China Communications Construction Company (CCCC). Negotiations are still ongoing in this project 
due to concerns over the allocation of land as in-kind investment, equity ratios, disputes between local 
communities and contractors, weak strategic trade controls and poor financial governance (Thiha, 
2018). 
The scenario has changed from one where a southeast Asian emerging market strategy, if any, 
was to be led by an engagement with China. Even though the expression for a kind of education to 
enable economic empowerment was made in 2012 it is even more relevant and urgent today. 
Myanmar’s political leaders and its people have a historical sensitivity to foreign interference and 
domination, but it is only China that could veto a summons to an international court over the treatment 
of the Rohingya people. The Myanmar leadership is operating in a scenario where there may be 
increasing disunity within the southeast Asian nations that make up ASEAN, and where China has more 
centrality in ASEAN affairs, and its experience suggests that any engagement with China has strings 
attached. It is partly this fear of over-dependence on China at the same time as a deterioration of 
relations with the West, that is compelling Myanmar to firmly express an intention to stand on its own 
two feet: “ the best way to help Burma is to empower the people of Burma, to help us have enough self-
confidence to obtain what we want for ourselves” (Aung San Suu Kyi, interview by Bernard Krisher, 
2010). 
This self confidence and desire for empowerment has been tested severely and is likely to be 
tested more so in the future.  Myanmar is one of the world’s most at-risk nations in terms of its 
exposure to the impact of climate change and, more specifically, water access, security and quality. It 
ranks second out of 183 countries most affected by extreme weather events between 1995 and 2014 
(Horton et al, 2016), and the usual seasons of a dry winter, followed by a hot summer and wet period 
have been replaced by long pre-monsoon droughts, shorter and more intensive monsoons and 
subsequent extensive flooding (Horton et al, 2017).  
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The topography of Myanmar has had a significant impact on its political, economic and social 
status within the Southeast Asia region. Two major rivers, the Chindwin and Irrawaddy, run from north 
to south through a major floodplain extending virtually the whole length of the country to a massive 
delta region. This floodplain is the source of the bulk of Myanmar’s agricultural economy. It is flanked on 
both sides by high mountains and plateaus that harbour the majority of the various ethnic groups in 
Myanmar, as well as providing the physical barrier to incursions and invasions from foreign powers both 
east and west. It was in these mountain regions that much of the guerilla fighting of the ‘forgotten war’ 
between the Allies and Japan took place, and where the civil war has been conducted since, as well as 
being the source of the lucrative and hidden drug economy. 
Myanmar’s history is intimately tied to the harnessing and management of the river system. 
Early settlements that developed along the major rivers became the basis of a sophisticated urban 
culture “in which lay conceptions of state and king, authority and legitimacy, power and 
acquiescence…and upon which the foundations of modern Myanmar rest.” (Aung-Thwin, 2012, p. 73). 
During this ‘golden age’ of Myanmar, which lasted from the mid-ninth century CE for four and a half 
centuries, known as the Bagan Dynasty, the urban area extended to more than 64 square kilometres 
including an interconnected system of canals, dams, reservoirs and flood management technologies, 
including weirs, sluices and bridges, the building of which involved monks in local vocational training 
practices that have continued into the modern period (Marajh, 2016).  
The need for these kind of systems is clear in the light of major flooding to which Myanmar has 
exposed for centuries. In the last ten years alone the people of Myanmar have suffered two catastrophic 
flood events: in 2008 more than 138,000 people died in the Irrawaddy delta region as a result of floods 
from a storm surge and intense rain brought about by Cyclone Nargis, and in 2015 tropical storm Komen 
and torrential monsoon rains caused 138 fatalities and the displacement of over 1.6 million people in 
the central agricultural zone (G.R. Brakenridge, 2017). The impact of climate change on Myanmar has 
the potential to be severe, with a temperature rise of between 1.3 and 2.7 degrees Centigrade by 2050, 
an increase from one extreme hot day per month to seventeen days by 2050 in the city of Yangon, and 
an overall greater frequency of extreme weather events (UN Habitat, Myanmar Climate Change Alliance, 
2017). In the Central Dry Zone (CDZ), which is “the most food-insecure, water-stressed, climate-sensitive 
and natural resource-poor region in Myanmar” (ADB, 2016, p.4), rainfall exceeds evaporation for only 
two months out of the year. Also, reduced river flows combined with increased salinization from sea-
level surges originating in the delta region place the prime agricultural producing region of the whole 
country at risk, as well as compromising the dependency of the economy on hydropower, which 
accounts for over 70 per cent of the electricity supply (US Aid, 2017). 
This means that the link between the traditional rural economy of Myanmar and the 
development of cities, as the population slowly transitions from one to the other, is vital in assessing the 
overall impact of climate change. Myanmar will endure “increasing variability characterised by 
intensifying fluctuations between  dry and wet periods and more frequent extreme weather events” (UN 
Habitat, Myanmar Climate Change Alliance, 2017, Section 8.6, p. 61) that will create a domino effect on 
urban areas where the intersection of energy, transportation, water infrastructure and building 
development will require resilience, mitigation and efficiency measures to be implemented. This is, 
according to the Burmese historian Thant Myint-U “the biggest threat we face by far” (Myint-U, 2018) 
and it will only be exacerbated by geo-political rivalries in the region. 
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The two major rivers mentioned above, plus the Salween river that runs north-south through 
the east of Myanmar, have their source in Tibet, the so-called ‘water tower of Asia’ (Equal Times, 2017), 
(Figure 6). China-controlled Tibet is the source of eleven rivers on which more than 1.4 billion people 
depend for their livelihoods, and the Tibetan plateau is warming at a rate twice as fast as the global 
average. The canyons of south east Tibet, through which the headwaters of the Irrawaddy and the 
Salween run, hold the highest hydropower potential in the world and, as such, are integral to the 
Chinese south-to-north water diversion from the Yangtze to the Yellow rivers (Australian Tibet Council, 
2015).  
Therefore it is not only evaporation from increasing temperatures that will pose a risk to the 
access and security of water supplies in spite of predictions of greater precipitation and glacier melt: the 
rivers that rise in the Tibet region are said to lose between 10 and 20 percent of their flow by 2050 due 
to the continued building of dams by China, already with 100 dams, and India, already with 292 dams. 
The Mekong, Irrawaddy, Salween and Brahmaputra river systems and the populations that live along 
them, are at risk, not only of having their livelihoods affected by this circumstance, but, even more 
seriously, of having their daily lives effectively controlled by foreign nations able to divert water 
resources in their own interests (R. Edward Grumbine, 2013; The Guardian Global Development, 2013; 
Jennifer L. Turner, July 2013). 
 
 
Figure 6. Map of southeast Asia showing principal river systems 
originating from the Chinese-controlled Himalaya mountain region. 
Image by the author. Source: Readers Digest Great World Atlas, 1962. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is these factors that has impelled Burmese commentators to raise questions about the future 
of Myanmar. This is a commentary from a Burmese writer: 
Where should people live, as the climate changes and, perhaps, China looms over all? Should 
Myanmar have one big city (like Thailand) or several major cities? Or keep intact the countryside, 
with many small towns and villages? What kind of economy should it have? Should it be like 
Thailand where tourism earns $50 billion a year and is 15% of GDP? Or be a country reliant on 
migration and remittances? Should it pursue the same growth model as the rest of Eastern Asia, 
45 
 
with export-driven manufacturing, a culture of consumerism, and the destruction of much of the 
natural environment? Does Myanmar want a few big local companies to grow and dominate the 
economy? Or foreign firms to have a major role in the economy and if so from where? Or create 
an economy based on small and medium sized businesses? More importantly, does Myanmar 
want to prioritize economic equality or accept being a society with big differences between the 
rich and the poor? These are not decisions for experts. These are political decisions about what 
kind of future people want. (Myint-U, retrieved 14 July 2018). 
It is a tragic irony that the same kind of questions were being considered more than sixty years 
earlier by a travel writer at a time of hope during the brief interlude of independence between colonial 
subjugation, the second world-war and a military dictatorship: 
It now remains for the Burmese to compose their differences, to cease to be intoxicated by 
reach-me-down political formulae and to split doctrinal hairs while the dismemberment of their 
country goes unheeded. If this can be done (and as yet there is not the slightest sign of it), all 
that remains is to avoid as the plague all alliances that may lead to their country’s being crushed 
between the millstones of the East and West, and to settle down to the carrying out of those just 
agrarian reforms upon which all political parties seem to be agreed. Herein lies a simple 
blueprint for utopia. (Lewis, 1952, p. 281)
 
These are the academic, business and moral reasons for an Australian university to engage with 
Myanmar. In summary, Myanmar is part of the rising tide of Asia in the twenty-first century, near 
Australia, and with increasing intellectual, informal and business ties; one that is located, geo-politically, 
economically and culturally, between the two superpowers of that century. Myanmar certainly has no 
moral authority over human rights, and, in honesty, there is hardly any country, past or present, Asian or 
Western, that can claim that kind of status in the region. But therein lies the paradox: in one respect 
Myanmar is one of the richest nations on earth, in another it is the poorest. It has been the refuge, over 
centuries, for one of the most peaceable philosophies in Theravada Buddhism, yet it is one veto away 
from being indicted to a court of human rights for crimes against humanity. The paradox of Myanmar is 
the challenge and the rationale for research. Australian universities, in the context of Australia’s 
relationship with Myanmar and the rest of Asia, share that paradoxical conundrum at a time when both 
are tested in a volatile geo-political, socio-economic and climatic conditions. The utopia imagined by the 
travel writer Frederick Lewis in 1952 has not, it is fair to say, come to pass but there is hope. Universities 
are the custodians of youthful thinking, new ideas and start-up enterprise, the facilitators of hope, and 
this thesis is a way to try to harness that expression. 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
CHAPTER 4 - LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
As the saying goes “history is written by the victors” (Winston Churchill, 1945). But in their study 
of the conflict and humanitarian crisis relating to the Rohingya people in Rakhine State, Ware and 
Laoutides recognise no victors and acknowledge the diversity of ‘narratives’ deriving from those with 
differing interests and agendas: the Rakhine ‘Independence’ narrative, the Burman ‘Unity’ narrative, and 
the Rakhine-Burman ‘Infiltration’ narrative (Laoutides, 2018, p.108). Ware also recounts a stressful 
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personal narrative highlighting that “we in the international community have clearly become a conflict 
actor in our own right” (Laoutides, 2018, p.3). These diverse and often dissonant narratives are a feature 
of the result of encounters between cultures, political interests and, as seen above, socio-economic 
conflicts around environmental resources. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith points out: 
 
It galls us that Western researchers and intellectuals can assume to know all that it is possible to 
know of us, on the basis of their brief encounters with some of us. It appals us that the West can 
desire, extract and claim ownership of our ways of knowing, our imagery, the things we create 
and produce, and then simultaneously reject the people who created and developed those ideas 
and seek to deny them further opportunities to be creators of their own culture and own nations. 
It angers us when practices linked to the last century, and the centuries before that, are still 
employed to deny the validity of indigenous peoples’ claim to existence, to land and territories, 
to the right of self-determination, to the survival of our languages and forms of cultural 
knowledge, to our natural resources and systems for living within our environments. (Smith, 
1999, p.1). 
 
I have already referred to Western narratives that cloud perception. Even the use of 
nomenclature such as ‘emerging’ to categorise Myanmar, as I have done above in line with current 
economists, is problematic. For example, the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative is built upon the assertion 
that China is a re-emerging superpower. Likewise, Myanmar has its ‘golden age’ (Aung-Thwin, 2012) and 
once held sway over much of the southeast Asia region, as did other great Asian empires in their time 
(Jim Masselos (Ed), 2010). Therefore, the approach to the literature relating to education is cognisant of 
these dissonant perspectives.  
 
The literature review is structured into five parts that acknowledge diverse narratives. The 
introduction considers generic approaches to Myanmar, mainly prior to 2010 and the opening of the 
country to a process leading towards a form of democracy. The remaining parts explore the question of 
education typology and response approaches from three differing perspectives: the Buddhist / Burmese, 
the outsider perspective, and shared perspectives. Overall, the focus is on the vocational education 
sector from Asian and Myanmar perspectives. 
 
4.1 Introduction – Generic Perspectives on Education In Asia Pre-2012 
 
The problem in addressing a generic approach to education in the Asia region is that much of 
the material before 2012 is from a western origin and perspective as highlighted above by Smith (1999), 
(2004) and by Reagan: 
Most books and courses that deal with history and philosophy of education include few, if any, 
references to indigenous educational ideas and practices in Africa and the Americas, and 
relatively few references to those of Asia. Although for some time now there have been calls for 
the inclusion of the perspectives of women and people of color in studies of the history and 
philosophy of education, such efforts, where they have taken place, have often entailed little 
more than the addition of vignettes indicating the contributions of members of such groups to 
the Western tradition. In other words, the idea that there might be valuable insights to be gained 
from a serious examination of non-Western educational traditions themselves – indeed, that 
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these traditions might be fully comparable to the Western tradition in their unique richness and 
diversity – is one that is rarely voiced. (Reagan, 2004, p.1) 
This lack of representation is exacerbated by the persistence in driving home the western-non-
western dichotomy that Reagan admits is heuristically useful but ultimately misleading. However, he 
finds justification for a pragmatic stubbornness in continuing its use: 
The biases inherent in the terms are in fact a significant and telling component of the 
phenomenon that we are concerned with studying. The assumptions and stereotypes that need 
to be challenged are already present, and if our language reflects them, then it may be useful to 
recognize the biases that are inherent in the language that we use. (Reagan, 2004, p.2) 
These biases are clearly apparent in, for example, Elizabeth Lawrence’s study The Origins and 
Growth of Modern Education (Lawrence, 1970) that works through the Greek, Roman, Hebrew, 
Renaissance, Industrial and Twentieth Century histories of education without a single acknowledgement 
towards the eastern tradition. Despite this, Lawrence frequently touches upon concepts that are familiar 
to the Buddhist tradition, such as “Plutarch emphasized what was always of such significance to the 
Greeks, the importance of balance, of the middle way” (Lawrence,1970, p.41) and the nod to 
pragmatism that aligns with the sentiment expressed by Aung San Suu Kyi as the guiding mantra for this 
thesis, as in “Education has a social rather than an intellectual purpose and should enable the child to 
live in and make his (sic) own contribution to society” (Lawrence, 1970, p.166). Lawrence goes to great 
pains to draw connections between the traditions of education in the ancient Greek and Roman periods 
and the modernist approaches of A.S. Neill in England, Kees and Betty Boeke in Holland and others 
embedded in the western environment, largely focusing on the concepts of understanding, teacher-
pupil relationships and the freedom to explore and release from suffering (Lawrence,1970, p.347).  
Lawrence does not refer to the parallels between the basic core of her analysis, Aristotle, and 
the Buddha in the field of education that is examined by Umavijani (2011). It is telling, perhaps, that 
Lawrence’s relatively myopic view is a symptom of her times, given that her volume presaged Edward 
Said’s Orientalism (1978) that famously exposed the shortcomings of the western paradigm and its 
attitude towards the “otherness” of the eastern tradition. Given that many developing countries have 
had their educational traditions distorted or destroyed because of colonial policies that originate from a 
western paradigm it is perhaps not surprising that this dichotomy remains relevant, especially as the use 
of English as a common language is a tacit acknowledgement of those colonial origins. However, it is not 
a useful dialectical model once an Australian perspective comes into the mix and it is perhaps this 
contribution that may do most to muddy the waters in a way that is a more realistic reflection of the 
dynamic in educational philosophy. 
In the meantime most pre-2012 studies conformed to the western-non-western paradigm. 
Vocational education was a weather gauge for the debate around the relevance and impact of western 
models on non-western indigenous societies. Whether the dichotomy is useful or not for academic 
purposes going forward there is no doubt that it does have a historical relevance. Watson (1994) 
maintained that western thinking continued to influence educational thinking in vocational education in 
developing countries. 
Nearly twenty years on from Watson’s observations an overview of the philosophy of vocational 
education in China suggested that the process continued, albeit in a different kind of way. China had 
been dominated by Confucian and Marxist philosophies of education and sought to embrace, rather 
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than replace, western paradigms of vocational education practice. But, according to Schmidtke (2012), 
China had no clear philosophical foundation that could help the country make solid decisions on how 
vocational education contributed to economic growth and social improvements. 
It was not taken for granted in developing countries that vocational education may be a panacea 
to problems of economic growth. Indeed, some literature questioned the value of vocational education 
(Anderson & Bowman, 1965; Bennell, 1995; Chung, Yue-Ping, 1995; Tilak, 1988, 1994, 2001, 2003; Yang, 
1998). Much of this doubt came from Asian academics who took a sceptical view based on their position 
as the inheritor of an anti-colonial position rather than that of an evangelical promoter of technical 
education. There was recognition that vocational education and training is important for economic 
growth but, in tune with Asian approaches to many other issues and ideas that may seem 
straightforward through Western eyes, the relationship was not necessarily seen as linear or literal. 
Some of the thinking that challenged assumptions about the value of vocational education was 
summarised in the debate around general versus vocational education: 
Vocational and technical education is not necessarily favoured by all. There are strong opponents 
as well. Vocationalisation cannot be a remedy for educated unemployment: it cannot prepare 
students for specific occupations and reduce mismatches between education and labour 
markets. Academic streams promise higher wages than vocational streams and accordingly the 
demand for vocational education might not exist, and Say’s law that supply creates its own 
demand might not work. Furthermore, vocational schooling may create “a sense of second class 
citizenship among both teachers and taught which militates against effective learning” (Tilak, 
2003, p.673) 
Vocational education had a problematic image in some Asian countries that either saw it as 
reinforcing a class and caste structure or considered it as inferior to a university-based degree 
education. However, papers that discussed the vocational education systems of Sri Lanka 
(Geethanasena, 2011), Thailand (Choomnoom, 2011), Nepal (Ghimire, 2011) and Malaysia (Idris, 2011) 
made no mention of the legacy of a Western or colonial paradigm acting as a brake on the development 
of education systems (Thailand was never a colony and Nepal was a British protectorate). But they were 
consistent in that more focus needed to be placed on competencies rather than qualifications and that 
future alignments need to be, not with western ideologies in the sense of an American or European 
agenda, but with corporations like Cisco, Microsoft, Siemens, Sony, Philips and others that have a global 
rather than a national interface. This emphasis will become more important as labour mobility increases 
because of the impact of commercial corporations operating across borders and peak government 
bodies encouraging the marketization of the labour force. ASEAN had announced an open market in Asia 
from 2015 (Fernquest, 2010) and there were predictions of over thirteen million migrant workers 
entering the mobility market by 2030 (Paryono, 2011). 
This means that multiple forces will come into play when assessing the impact of vocational 
education strategies in developing countries, not least a recognition that, in the Asian region, there is 
diversity and a dynamic that replaces the western-non-western dichotomy. One element of this diversity 
is the growth and impact of what are known as the East Asia Newly Industrialised Countries, namely 
South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Malaysia. Intuitively, the impact of these countries on their 
developing neighbours in the region will be significant but the influence on skills training and 
development has been under question: 
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The sources of growth of the East Asia Newly Industrialised Countries (NICs) have been widely 
researched. Among the explanations offered are, first, sound macro and trade policies and,  
second, the achievement of universal literacy before the time agriculture ceased to be the 
 main employer. However, the evidence on the specific contribution of training policies 
is lacking. For example, the ‘skills offensive’ in Korea was hardly introduced by the time the  
country reached its ‘turning’ point, sometime in the late 1960s (Tzannatos, 2006, p.431). 
 
The academic debate around the contribution of vocational education to economic growth 
continued to be played out during the transition from the twentieth to the twenty-first century 
alongside the rapid transition of the countries themselves and their ‘sorting’ into categories of various 
forms and levels of modernity. Tzannatos and Johnes (2006) referred to other sources (Middleton et al, 
1993) in support of a contention that vocational secondary schools gave way to more autonomous 
private providers of training linked to corporate entities. In other words, they proposed the argument 
that vocational training would be better left to in-house or in-service arrangements where occupation-
specific training is more cost and performance-effective. 
This raises yet another question that was addressed by the literature within the process of 
deconstructing the western-non-western dichotomy: is there a viable alternative that makes sense, is 
sustainable and acceptable to most people? Hallinger (2010) approached the problem is this way: “What 
have been the main obstacles to education reform in Southeast Asia? And is there anything unique about 
the process of educational reform and change in Southeast Asia or anything different from processes 
reported in the Western literature?” (p. 401). 
The issue that Hallinger and others (Cheng and Walker, 2008; Chia, 2008; Pennington, 1998) 
were referring to is the observation that education reforms had not kept pace or, indeed, surfaced at all 
in parallel with the economic acceleration that came to be the defining process of the so-called Asian 
century. The papers on the educational systems of various Asian countries looked to the same old 
perceptions and prejudices that Asian schools and Asian students are only comfortable with rote 
learning but then went on to demonstrate that this is a dangerous assumption to make as Asian 
countries enter a more globalised work environment: 
This has resulted in a redefinition of system goals which now include developing graduates who 
possess a global perspective, high personal integrity, strong language ability, computer literacy, 
independent and critical thinking, and creativity. In order to address these new educational 
goals, Hong Kong has implemented school-based management, education quality assurance, ICT 
in teaching and management, student-centred learning reforms, integrated curriculum, new 
language policies and more…Thailand, like other nations in the region, has spent the last 20 
years expanding access to education…Taiwan’s legacy of education reform over the past two 
decades has followed a roughly similar pattern of seeking to upgrade education in response to 
political demands for economic competitiveness…Malaysia adopted a similar human capital-
based approach to national development…Singapore previously relied on content mastery or ‘the 
pedagogy of the worksheet’ but the global economy of the future demands something more 
(Hallinger, 2010, p.402) 
Hallinger acknowledged that, despite some bold attempts at reform, the educational practices 
in the Asia region found it hard to keep up with the pace of economic growth. Moreover, he admitted 
limitations in only focusing on a handful of Asian countries where the reform measures were more 
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visible than most. In addition, these reform measures, as far as the literature is concerned, related 
primarily to schools and higher forms of education – vocational education did not seem to be given the 
prestige status that it needed to engender interest. Hallinger suggested that, if there is an ‘Asian way’ it 
is top-down, based on what he termed to be a supreme law strategy (Hallinger, 2010). There is potential 
for further research into this area of the transition from rote to student-centred learning in southeast 
Asia but what was of interest to researchers that Hallinger referred to in his exploration of a distinctive 
Asian method is the way in which models for this new form of teaching and learning were sought, yet 
again, from the west. The supreme law strategy that Hallinger claimed was the driving force for 
educational reform is not one that was consistent across all Asian countries: 
Based upon this preliminary analysis, the Southeast Asian educational context appears to share 
both similarities and differences with the processes of educational reform and change in Western 
societies. At a broad level, most of the obstacles to successful education reform reported by 
scholars in the West also appeared on the list generated by our informants. On the other hand, 
several obstacles…that emerged from our survey seemed different and possibly related to the 
regions’ cultural context. Moreover, we suggested that even some of the obstacles that were 
‘shared’ with Western societies could manifest themselves differently in the region. (Hallinger, 
2010, p.405) 
Once again, the literature pre-2012 revealed a sense of pragmatism in the approach of Asian 
societies towards educational reform: taking what was seen as the best of Western practice and 
adapting or adopting it to suit circumstances in a way that did not fundamentally disrupt what were 
regarded as cultural and political norms. While all this debate was taking place in the latter part of the 
twentieth and early twenty-first century in respect to the positioning of Asian education, especially 
vocational education, within the terms of a Western paradigm, Myanmar remained in a state of 
intellectual isolation. Therefore, drawing upon previous studies that related to the transformation of 
Burmese society through education is challenging due to the lack of material due to curbs on research 
access and anthropological inclusion within Burmese society over fifty years of self-imposed isolation 
from the West during the military dictatorship.  
Andrew Selth maintained that “Burma has never been a popular subject for research and 
analysis among scholars outside the country. Compared to the collections found on many other places, 
the literature on Burma is relatively small” (Selth, 2010, p. 402). The conventional approach adopted by 
most scholars, according to Selth, was to divide studies of Burma / Myanmar into neat historical eras 
that could be labelled, such as pre-colonial, post-colonial, independence and military-rule, further 
evidenced by the clear distinction between the country known as Burma and now known as Myanmar. 
These arbitrary historical distinctions were useful in a heuristic manner that had value in a more 
empirical analysis but can be misleading when it comes to understanding the complexities, diversity and 
truth of Burmese society and the driving philosophies of its people.  
Selth argued that economic, political and sociological factors had become so intractable in 
Myanmar that it made it difficult to adopt anything but a multi-disciplinary approach within the context 
of global influences. Area studies, those that focus on the anthropological and sociological aspects of 
just one geographical region, country-border based or otherwise, had, according to Selth, not always 
found favour with the mainstream academics due to the problem of applying distinctive methodologies 
to a particular area. The fact that academics are still having to make an editorial decision over the 
nomenclature of the country known to some as Burma and to others as Myanmar suggests, according to 
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Selth, that they are slotting ourselves into a paradigm that is acknowledging a “contemporary nation 
state as the elementary unit of analysis” (2010, p.424).  
This problematic view had been highlighted by Edward Said who “has condemned any approach 
that sets aside specific parts of the world as distinct entities for study…on the grounds that modern area 
studies are the linear descendent of discredited ‘Orientalist’ schools. In the field of Burma studies there 
have also been accusations that modern academics have – knowingly or unknowingly – perpetuated the 
prejudices and analytical errors of some colonial-era scholars.” (Selth, 2010, p.425).  
Selth continued this assertion by stating that every scholar who approaches “the student of a 
country like Burma brings with him or herself an array of theoretical concepts derived from their own 
academic training and professional experience.” (Selth, 2010, p.427). This western bias was countered 
from an Asian perspective. 
A 1960 lecture by the Japanese academic Takeuchi Yoshimi proposed the concept of ‘Asia as 
method’ (Chen, 2012, March 07). Essentially, this concept suggested that societies in Asia become each 
other’s point of reference rather than to forge identities based upon a counterpoint to an ideology 
known as ‘the West.’ It is possible that Yoshimi’s 1960 lecture would have passed unnoticed in the flood 
of ‘western’ literature about Asia if not for a book that acknowledged Yoshimi’s contribution to the 
debate around an understanding of the insular Asian cultural dynamic within an outward-looking 
political and economic framework.  Chen Kuan-Hsing published Asia as Method – Toward 
Deimperialisation in 2010, following an intervening period that saw post-war regeneration, cold-war 
politics, exponential economic growth and social transformation, an Asian and global financial crisis and 
new conflicts between factions of fundamentalist religions impress themselves upon the ideas and 
identities of new generations (Chen, 2010). 
Chen discussed the Yoshimi lecture in an article (Chen, 2012) and Chen’s own book was 
discussed in the context of its relevance to educational curriculum (Lin, 2012) in a manner that brought 
the concept fully up to a date marking the starting point of this study. Chen, in echoing Yoshimi, sought 
to de-construct imperialism, colonialism and modernism as western paradigms. He allowed for an 
approach that breaks from the dichotomy of a binary west versus east approach. This was timely: my 
own approach to the question of the value of vocational education in a developing southeast Asian 
country was to consider responses to that question in polarised terms that took the western reliance on 
a convenient dichotomy for granted, convenient in that it helped to reinforce a position of power and 
authority. By introducing Yoshimi’s concept, articulated by Chen, at the starting point to my own thesis I 
am acknowledging the need for a more complex methodology and an epistemology that is based on a 
different way of seeing and understanding. 
In seeking to develop a response to the statement that is the driving motivation for this thesis – 
“we need the kind of education that will enable our people to earn a decent living for themselves” (Suu 
Kyi, 2012) – I refer to Lin posing the question: how can the imperialist, colonial, or cold war structures of 
sentiment and cultural imaginaries be reconstituted? (Lin, 2012). Lin expanded by noting that Chen’s 
insight was to highlight the importance of understanding the emotional conditions of the colonial (or 
cold war or imperialist) subject. I also align with Lin in seeing this critical consciousness as a key to 
subsequent liberating work leading to self-empowerment (Lin, 2012). Lin referred to the work of Paolo 
Freire (1974) whose activity in Latin America, to empower and liberate disadvantaged populations 
through education and critical thinking, ran parallel with the thinking of Takeuchi Yoshimi. Furthermore, 
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as Chen’s reinvigoration of Yoshimi’s ideas was published fifty years later this coincided with an 
emphasis placed on critical thinking by the Burmese educationalist Dr. Thien Lwin (1999), whose work is 
now advising what kind of education is appropriate for Myanmar. 
It is important to maintain this correlation for the reason that Lin outlined: 
One key implication of critical cultural studies for curriculum and educational inquiry is the 
recognition that curriculum is a key site where people’s subjectivities and cultural imaginaries 
are produced, contested, or transformed. While this insight is not new…Chen’s work further 
enhances our understanding of specific aspects of such processes. (Lin, 2012, p. 42 para.1) 
Curriculum, therefore, produces our subjectivities: how each society responds to a need for 
education is subject to cultural prejudices. Chen’s breakthrough was to take a concept coined in 1960 
and recognise its relevance to the early twenty-first century within the auspices of a new strategic 
approach that Lin refers to as critical syncretism (2012).1 Critical syncretism allows for a focus on the 
design of content and pedagogical strategies for transforming colonial, imperialist and cold-war 
subjectivities. It is a movement that brings the countries of Latin America, with Freire as their education 
‘champion,’ and Asia, with, for example Dr. Thien Lwin from Myanmar as its own, together in a common 
united cause. 
What this demonstrates is that a review of the literature pertaining to the issue of a ‘western’ 
response to an ‘Asian’ problem in any area, and in the field of education, is not a linear process. ‘Asia as 
Method’ says Chen, is all about wanting to know what is on people’s minds. It is, in my view, also about 
critical and subjective thinking and an acknowledgement that we take our positions independently in 
this world resulting in a myriad of differing perspectives. Chen admires Takeuchi Yoshimi for this reason: 
When one is overwhelmed by the immense historical forces and finds no way to counter the 
tendency of the directions from which history is moving, he does not abandon the commitment 
to his own work. What he does is to retreat to where he can reserve a small space to continue 
promoting the long-term research agenda (Chen, 2012, p. 317). 
The problem is that intra-Asian comparative studies were fewer or less visible than those 
sourced from a western perspective, at least from the standpoint of a western-based and educated 
researcher (Chen, 2012). Chen also pointed out that for developing countries this tendency towards a 
binary mind-set was more pronounced because the influences of their colonial, cold war or imperialist 
past resonated more strongly: the leapfrog of technology that can take place in these countries can 
apply also to a leap towards a confrontational stance around culture and identity. Chen concluded his 
paper with the cautionary note that our current crisis has not moved on from Takeuchi’s problematic 
(Chen, 2012). 
The current crisis of conditions, then, is little different from the time of Yoshimi’s lecture that 
resonates so strongly with Chen, and stems from a reaction to the emphasis that Chen placed on 
knowledge production and dissemination as subject to a reality that “many people in Asian societies still 
have the deep-rooted mind-set of looking to the West and the often unconscious desire to emulate the 
West in all pursuits including knowledge production and the seeking of ‘modernity’” (Lin, 2012, p.164). 
                                                          
1 Syncretism is based on the ancient Greek depiction of a wartime episode in which Cretan rivalries joined 
forces against a common enemy and is relevant in this context of the trend towards the unification of Asian 
societies in the face of a western paradigm. 
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This is the case even when the governments of those societies have instituted political transformations, 
as in the case of Myanmar. The problem for the researcher is that these deep-rooted attitudes, beliefs, 
desires, imaginaries and anxieties are just that, deep-rooted and even often unconscious. 
This may explain what Chen and Lin saw as a lack of critical reflection on colonisation in the ex-
colonial societies. Furthermore, they argued, imperialism not only shapes the minds of the colonised but 
also the subjectivity and cultural imaginations of people in the colonising countries. Asia as Method was 
how release is gained from the binary concept of a dichotomy between east and west. It is a challenge, 
however, to find the combination to the lock that enables this release and Lin questions where to look 
for frames of reference (Lin, 2012). The technical and vocational education and training (TVET) arena, 
within the context of an expressed need in Myanmar, has features that qualify as that frame of 
reference. 
4.2 The TVET Context Post-2012 
There are few critical studies of the TVET system in Myanmar that originate from Myanmar itself 
apart from those that provide a summary of the status of vocational education and reinforce the need 
for restructure and reform in a prescriptive way (Thu, 2011; Mar, 2005; Mar, 2009; Win, July 2015). The 
recommendations from these papers have largely been incorporated into the National Education 
Strategy Plan in spirit if not in detail or actual implementation due to a number of challenges that are 
outlined in an OECD2 paper that addresses the skills gap identified in the McKinsey report (2013). The 
OECD paper suggests that, whereas the need for skills in a fast-growing labour market environment is 
immediate or short-term, the investment in skills training and development will take more time, 
effectively a generation, to align with the relevant capabilities and sufficient capacity (OECD, 2014). It 
goes on to speculate that a ‘lost generation’ of people of working age survived through the previous 
decades of either no or low-quality educational provision, and that the current provisions, well-
documented and intentioned as they are, will need not just time, but extraneous financial and political 
governance reforms, to enable their implementation. This needs to be done in a framework for policy 
making that is highly complex and constrained by a lack of accurate data and information, and that is 
exacerbated by limited engagement with partners and between the public and private sectors (OECD, 
2014).  
Both the McKinsey Global Institute and the OECD reports emphasise that Myanmar sits within a 
southeast Asian context, not least because of its geographical positioning but also in the sense of 
regional economic development. Therefore, the overall Southeast Asian perspective is important in 
setting the scene within which the Myanmar TVET experience is examined. 
4.2.1 Southeast Asia TVET   
Within the region represented by the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) TVET, 
according to an OECD report, has not had the impact on achieving sustainable development goals 
relating to reducing inequality and enabling access to quality education due to the factors of low 
participation, a lack of quality in the system, and a lack of engagement from the key stakeholders that 
include government and industry. This is despite research that shows that TVET programmes are more 
                                                          
2 The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, founded in 1961 with headquarters in France, 
has 36 member countries and key partner countries (India, China, Brazil, Indonesia and South Africa) that 
together account for 80 per cent of world trade and investment. Source: www.oecd.org. 
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effective than general academic education in integrating marginalised groups into the labour market 
and improving earnings, and that informal and non-formal TVET initiatives play a role in offering 
disadvantaged groups an opportunity to acquire skills (OECD, 2018). 
This OECD report sets the scene for a body of literature that is highly supportive of the concept 
of TVET as an enabler of a decent living, but is challenged by regional political and socio-economic 
circumstances. Studies from countries in other regions do show some degrees of success, for example in 
Nepal where rural training centres have been instrumental in integrating indigenous technology, 
running savings and credit programmes and assessing participation needs (Ghimire, 2011), and in Ghana 
where TVET institutions have identified employers that can help to shape curriculum as well as assist 
with costs (Arthur-Mensah & Alagaraja, 2013). Also, the European experience is regarded as a 
benchmark where regional cooperation between European Union members in the TVET space has been 
established since 2002, and a Qualifications Framework (EQF) operates to a similar model as the 
Australian framework (AQF) of levels through knowledge, skills and competencies leading to pathways in 
higher education (McLean, Jagannathan, & Sarvi, 2013).  
However, despite reports that this system is being successfully adopted in Bangladesh, Mongolia 
and Pakistan (McLean, Jagannathan, & Sarvi, 2013), a research study from India highlights some of the 
key problems facing the bulk of the region. Sabharwal (2013) suggests that under-employment rather 
than unemployment is the big issue in India, with 58 percent of youth deprived of the necessary skills to 
sustain poverty reduction, and 93 per cent of the workforce in informal employment with low-scale 
enterprises generating low productivity. Furthermore, the Indian scenario is characterised by a 
dominant agricultural workforce (58 per cent) that contributes only 15 per cent to the national Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP); compared to China, India has only 34 cities with populations above one million 
to China’s 250 cities, and, of the 600,000 villages recorded in India, a third have fewer than 200 
inhabitants (Sabharwal, 2013). This means that the innovation clustering expected from urban density 
(Florida, 2008) is not as likely in India as it is in China, with a consequent impact on the motivation for 
TVET programmes to address the aligned skills, although an alternative phenomenon has arisen in the 
development of mobile phone-based entrepreneurship (Jeffrey & Doron, 2013). 
The degree of polarity between India and China is representative of a general concern around 
the mismatch of skills to national labour environments and the large share of employment in the 
informal sector. An Australian National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) report found 
that, in 2017, whereas over 90 per cent of Australian employers provided some form of training to their 
employees, only 54 per cent engaged with the VET system, 51 percent used unaccredited training, and 
81 per cent said they provided informal training, the main reasons being cost, the ability to tailor the 
training to their requirements, and the flexibility in terms of time and access (NCVER, 2018). This aligns 
with Studwell’s view that a large bulk of training in Asia takes place in the firm where there is a business 
incentive to avoid the time, cost and complication restraints involved in accredited and institutionalised 
education (Studwell, 2014). The fact that there is a strong tendency towards unaccredited and informal 
training and education in Australia, where industry output is largely formalised, indicates that the 
correlation between informal training and output in southeast Asia is even stronger.  
The growth rate of the Asia economy is expected to expand the region to 51 per cent of global 
GDP by 2050, but it is clear from the literature that this growth needs to go hand-in-hand with labour 
market and social protection policies (Jagannathan, 2013). Non-formal, informal and inclusive education 
in a more consolidated southeast Asian economic environment that requires transferable skills such as 
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critical thinking and information communications technology depends upon a system of governance, 
frameworks and standards that is challenged, on the one hand,  by poor capacity, the lack of long-term 
strategic planning and outdated assessment practice. On the other hand, where TVET is part of a 
national policy, governance is transparent and qualifications can be accessed from a non-formal 
environment (Grainger, October 2016). 
The experience of the so-called ‘Four Tigers’ in East Asia – South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and 
Singapore – demonstrates the power of skill formation and the role of human capital where governance 
rules are imposed in relatively equitable societies. Ashton et al (2005) maintained that the impetus for a 
growth rate of between 6 and 7 per cent over four decades, and the prevalence of robust skills 
education and training systems, was due to the intervention of the state, a necessary agent for change 
to rectify ‘market failures’ where the poor and disadvantaged have no access to education. 
Furthermore, the ‘Four Tigers’ had “facilitated movement from the periphery to the semi-periphery of 
the international economic order by manipulating and creating comparative advantage, using processes 
such as economic planning and relative control over, or alliances with, industry.” (Ashton, Green, James, 
& Sung, 2005, p. 3). This relationship between the state, industry and vocational education has not been 
fully explored and, whereas skill formation is seen as a necessary condition for growth, the experience of 
the ‘Four Tigers’ stands out as an anomaly in the southeast Asia region where agriculture remains a 
significant source of labour and market forces and environmental conditions have shaped the 
breakdown of labour force contribution to respective national GDP. 
 
 LABOUR FORCE / GDP 
 AGRICULTURE INDUSTRY SERVICES 
BRUNEI 4.2 1.1 62.8 60.4 33 38.5 
CAMBODIA 48.7 26.7 19.9 29.8 31.5 43.5 
INDONESIA 38.9 13.7 13.2 40.3 47.9 46 
LAO PDR 73.1 21.3 6.1 32.5 20.6 39.4 
MALAYSIA 11 8.2 36 37.8 53 54 
MYANMAR 70 36.1 7 22.3 23 41.6 
PHILIPPINES 29 9.7 16 30.5 55 59.8 
SINGAPORE 1.3 0.0 14.8 26.6 83.9 73.4 
THAILAND 32.2 8.9 16.7 35.9 51.1 55.3 
VIETNAM 48 17 21 39 31 44 
 
Table 2. Economic indicators for southeast Asian countries. Source: Paryono (2017) / CIA (2017) 
The economic indicators (Table 2) demonstrate the current variety of dependency on either 
agriculture or industry across the southeast Asian region but a more consistent and relative emphasis on 
the service economy (Paryono, 2017). It also highlights the challenge of finding a cross-regional TVET 
solution that fits all circumstances, especially in the category of industry. This may be why industry 
training tends to be proprietary in nature, and any effort to bring it into a more comprehensive 
framework would require the kind of industry and state collaboration seen in the ‘four tiger’ economies. 
The question this poses for the Myanmar government in this scenario is whether TVET systems would be 
better directed towards the agricultural sector where the labour force is still dominant, although it is in 
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the services sector where there is a greater contribution to the overall economy. Taken as a whole in the 
ASEAN region there may be little incentive for a state such as Myanmar to industrialise when it is clear 
from these economic indicators that neighbouring states such as Singapore, Brunei and Malaysia have a 
high dependency on imported rural goods due to their low contribution from agriculture to the GDP. 
The market for exported agricultural goods from Myanmar to the region serviced by a Mandalay / 
Yangon logistical and commercial hub is extensive. 
Across this scenario it is important to consider the economic levelling impact of climate change. 
Acedo (2014) points out that responding to the climate crisis is now a high growth industry in itself, and 
that the TVET market needs to respond to what is seen as an opportunity through state policy, industry 
adaptation and the TVET system. This means that the common denominator among the variety of 
economies tabled above could be a form of ‘green’ TVET that enables the transfer to more 
environmentally aware practices: 
Environmental economic and social indicators tell us that our current model of progress is 
unsustainable. Climate change is destroying our path to sustainability. Sustainable development 
offers the best chance to adjust our course. (UN General Secretary Ban Ki-Moon, January 2012, 
cited in Acedo, 2014, p. 138) 
The role of TVET in this transition was addressed at a regional TVET conference held in Myanmar 
in June 2017. The mismatch of TVET with industry needs, the variance between demand for high quality 
TVET and the capacity of infrastructure and institutions to satisfy that demand, and the fragmentation of 
TVET within the overall education system, were raised as priorities to achieve sustainable growth among 
ASEAN nations (Myanmar Ministry of Education / ADB / GIZ, 2017). This challenge remains, and it will 
take time for the effects of the move towards economic cooperation within ASEAN, initiated in 2015, to 
have an impact of genuine labour mobility and skills transfer. In the meantime, Myanmar continues to 
struggle with its own issues around harnessing TVET to enable change in everyday socio-economic 
conditions. 
4.2.2 Myanmar TVET 
The status of vocational education in Myanmar by 2012 was supply-driven and theory-oriented 
rather than practical. Planning was uncoordinated across fourteen ministries with little evidence of 
involvement in business organisations or employer associations; the training of teachers was not aligned 
with labour market needs and low salaries meant that good teachers would leave to positions abroad or 
in other professions. The centralisation of budgets but a decentralisation of responsibility meant that 
the number of institutions, places and their locations were not sufficient to meet demand (Aung A. 
Hlaing et al, 2013). For example, in a local township the pressures of sustaining a livelihood which would 
bring in around 6,900 kyat a month were exacerbated by the costs of post-grade 11 university or college 
training fees at 9,000 kyat a month, if training and education were to be followed through as part of a 
people-centred development program. Development was seen as an economic issue based upon 
perceptions derived from exposure to  television images of South Korea, and the aim was to increase 
income from local and traditional crafts and activities such as egg farming, broom making, sewing and 
musical instrument making. (Dr. Lwin Lwin Mon, 2013).  
The problem in this case was that the focus on education and training was upon the males 
exposed only to technical knowledge and operational concerns related to their occupations. Issues of 
the transference of knowledge towards more city-centric occupations such as printing and electrical 
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trades were not addressed, and access to those types of training courses were beyond the reach of most 
people in the local economy. Cultural traditions and associated skills and knowledge were transmitted 
through the community but, at some point, a choice had to be made between either education or work 
rather than to seek ways to link them both. This dilemma is especially acute for women and girls where 
cultural constraints restrict the opportunities to move beyond the conventional role in the home and 
the family. Here, there is a double challenge to be overcome: firstly the move from a family-oriented 
role to the world of work and, secondly, the transition from a rural to an urban setting which, in many 
cases in developing countries, means a move away from a traditional patriarchal set of customs and 
culture to a more corporate environment where a similar culture of oppression and subservience exists 
as an operational norm. In both scenarios, poverty and the lack of access to suitable educational 
resources is a major deterrent to empowerment in economic, let alone social and political terms (Almas, 
2018). 
One of the key recommendations from a 2017 Myanmar TVET Conference was that local 
industry needs to be involved in the design and development of TVET solutions. In common with other 
countries in southeast Asia, Myanmar has a high dependency on the service economy and predictions 
suggest that Myanmar will experience a strong expansion in telecommunications services, energy, 
transport, tourism and retail by over 40 per cent in the next five years (Paryono, 2017). This means, 
according to the literature, that any state intervention in education must also include placing a priority 
on strengthening the private sector, especially at the small to medium enterprise (SME) level. SMEs are 
expected to dominate the economy, contributing over 40 per cent of GDP with around a quarter of the 
workforce (see Table 2.). The TVET system, therefore, has to recognise that 98 per cent of those SMEs 
have fewer than 50 employees, and at least two-thirds have fewer than 10; most of those SME owner-
operators generate revenue from their own retail stall or workshop and are not familiar with the formal 
TVET system, and more than 20 per cent operate on the basis of informal accounting and business 
practice (Amine & Steckam, 2016). 
The demand for skills is clearly going to increase in this scenario but the literature questions 
what kind of TVET system is needed to enable this fragmented and informal economic environment to 
flourish in a wider competitive regional and global market. Where high labour turnover and the lack of 
cooperation and coordination between the private and public sectors is exacerbated by a lack of 
qualified teachers who, according to Amine and Steckam (2016) may not consider Myanmar as an 
attractive proposition for career advancement in comparison to other countries in the region. A new bill 
has been introduced by the Myanmar government to address the issue of building teacher capability 
and infrastructure capacity through the formation of a TVET Council over five years (Asia News Monitor, 
2017), but the Myanmar TVET system is still dominated by supply-driven curricula and methods from 
both private and public providers with little evidence overall of enterprise involvement (Milio, 
Garnizova, & Shkreli, December 2014). 
There are fewer people studying at tertiary level in Myanmar than in other southeast Asian 
countries (UNESCO, 2019). TVET in Myanmar is suffering from a combination of high drop-out rates, a 
lack of job-readiness on the part of new recruits entering into employment, the inability or unwillingness 
of forms to provide training once people are employed and the lack of employment opportunities or at 
least information on career choices. Added to this is the Myanmar diaspora of semi- and low-skilled 
workers representing an untapped pool of human capital, estimated to be over 5.5 million nationals 
(OECD, 2014). The 2015 OECD report that focused on the activity of private and public sector 
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engagement in industry development highlighted the extent of the informal economy in Myanmar, 
citing a study (Schneider, Buehn, & Montenegro, 2010) that estimated as much as 50 per cent of the 
economic output of Myanmar to be attributable to the informal sector.   
The literature on TVET in Myanmar is consistent in highlighting these problems, many of which 
come down to a dissonance between the intent of government institutions and what actually happens 
on the ground. For example, there are twenty-one teacher training colleges throughout Myanmar, at 
least one in every state (OECD, 2014). In 2015 in the TVET sector there were two teacher training 
centres under the Ministry of Science and Technology, three TVET training centres under the Ministry of 
Labour and six under the Ministry of Industry (Paryono, 2015). This structure is now being considered 
for reform under the National Education Strategy Plan, but the issue remains that the quality of trained 
teachers does not measure up to what is considered to be necessary for effective reform: 
Teacher training in Myanmar is limited and primary school teachers in particular are 
inexperienced...with salaries determined by the civil service wage-scale. As teachers gain 
experience, they are promoted from primary school to lower secondary school and finally to high 
school. This means primary school teachers are almost always inexperienced as they are at the 
entry level in the civil service. (OECD, 2014, p. 126)  
This alignment with a civil-service culture means that trained teachers may find more lucrative 
employment outside the profession and are ill-equipped to adapt to a TVET environment due to a lack of 
industry experience and a consideration, common across the southeast Asia region, that the TVET 
environment is of a lower status than other tertiary areas of education (Oxford Business Group, 2018).  
This broader issue of TVET teacher quality and quantity has been addressed across the region 
under the auspices of the Regional Centre for Vocational and Technical Education and Training of the 
Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organisation (SEAMEO VOCTECH), based in Brunei. Following 
assessments made at a TVET Experts meeting in 2012, a SEAMEO VOCTECH Governing Board Meeting in 
2014, and in meetings around student and labour mobility in ASEAN in 2015, there is a general sense of 
disconnect between student learning, graduate qualification and industry experience (Paryono, 2015). In 
Myanmar, this is highlighted through curriculum development that has not kept pace in consultation 
with industry partners, resulting in a complexity whereby the system is based on theory rather than 
practice and is classroom rather than industry or business-centric, and where planning issues point to 
the need for greater cooperation and coordination between ministries, industry and localised TVET 
resources (Milio, Garnizova, & Shkreli, December 2014). 
As discussed earlier, Myanmar is critically positioned as a socio-economic and geo-political hub 
within a larger Asian region where policy recommendations from generic bodies such as ASEAN and 
SEAMEO VOCTECH have an impact on the industrial landscape, labour skills and mobility of Myanmar 
with direct implications on TVET practice. There are two factors in particular that are important to 
consider in regard to this, and it is mainly the corporate-related literature that allows for effective 
insight into (i) the trend towards localisation enabled through digitalisation and technology and (ii) the 
pervasiveness of informal labour.  
OECD economic outlook reports for Myanmar since 2014 have focused on upgrading education 
and anticipating future demands for skilled labour (OECD, 2014), the co-operation of the private and 
public sectors under the auspices of the National Education Law 2015 which enabled the prospect of 
greater de-centralisation (OECD, 2015), education to develop human capital (OECD, 2016), the reform of 
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higher education to deliver better quality (OECD, 2017) and digitalisation (OECD, 2018). All of these 
focus areas have been aligned with finance, business and infrastructure under an overall structural 
policy imperative in Myanmar to attract foreign direct investment (FDI) into the private sector, and the 
Special Economic Zones are designed to enable this on a large scale. But it is through local initiatives 
enabled by digital technology and the opening up of the electronic communications market in Myanmar 
where there may be the opportunity for more alignment between TVET practice and economic 
development. Myanmar, alongside other ASEAN economies, has seen a large increase in mobile phone 
and internet use since 2000 (World Bank, 2017), increasing the potential for online learning and 
employment generation, although that kind of sophistication has not been developed as rapidly as the 
more informal networking through platforms such as Facebook, and not always for benevolent reasons 
(The Guardian, 2018).  
However, a Norwegian study (Lie, 2018) has shown how TVET modules can be implemented at a 
local level in Myanmar using a decision-making framework that enables the harnessing of social-media 
and low-level technologies combined with localised and green energy to have an impact on healthcare, 
clean water, food production, sanitation and education, all the key elements of the Sustainable 
Development Goals, through small-scale businesses. Referred to by the creative term of Leapfrogging 
Autonomous Micro-Technologies In Boxes (the LAMTIB Initiative), this framework is similar to design 
and critical-thinking processes that involve problem recognition, analysis, and evaluation leading to 
informed decision-making at a local level. It acknowledges the potential for a country like Myanmar to 
‘leapfrog’ the more conventional, traditional and constraining approaches towards TVET education, and 
to investigate the more flexible arrangements, enabled by communications technology, available to 
small-scale business development as a vehicle for escaping the poverty trap (Lie, 2018).  
The Norwegian study is interesting in that it contributes to a body of work that has interest in 
the Myanmar TVET environment due to its resurgence as a factor in development alongside the concern 
for economic empowerment. As early as the 1990s vocational training was identified as being subject to 
specialisation in different countries in southeast Asia and aligned to private industry development 
(Tzannatos & Johnes, 1997; Middleton, Ziderman, & Adams, 1993), and the German dual system of 
vocational institution and workplace-based training has been considered for transfer to emerging 
economies in Asia (Hummelsheim & Baur, 2014), although the consensus is that this would only be 
effective on small-scale projects rather than as an institutionalised policy, supporting the Norwegian 
approach towards ‘leapfrogging’ conventional frameworks.  
Australia has also been involved in considering this approach, acknowledging that 
“complementary actions are necessary within the systems of skills development. Just as there is no single 
cause of low relevance, quality and access, there is no single solution. No single intervention can meet 
the needs of all. Improvement requires complementary, interrelated measures.” (Australian Aid; Asia 
Development Bank, 2014). The literature suggests, therefore, that there is more scope for examining 
unconventional approaches towards the implementation of effective TVET strategies with respect to 
emerging economies such as Myanmar and it is in the informal sector where this may gain more 
traction. 
The factors behind this scenario are of course historical and relate to the complications of 
recovery policies and practices in Myanmar following a combination of long-term and intense traumatic 
episodes, also experienced in Vietnam and Cambodia in post-world war two developments, but the 
more proximate causes relate to high taxation and economic regulation, social and cultural pressures 
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and a weaker rule of law, yet to be resolved. And it should not be forgotten that there are ‘pull’ factors 
involved as well: the demand from global consumers for lower prices on commodities such as food, 
clothing and energy has an impact on farmers, garment manufacturers and oil and gas companies to cut 
costs wherever possible. This means that the advantages of economic flexibility and the opportunity for 
poor and marginalised workers to find employment have to be weighed against the disadvantages of 
lower overall productivity, the limitations on government to improve capacity or to impose regulations 
on the private sector due to less tax revenue, and the reduced ability of the private sector to access 
efficiency-raising processes and ideas from institutions or to borrow funds from the formal financial 
sector. The informal economy and the training practices that align with it may have a short-term impact 
on ensuring a livelihood but this is countered by a weakening of institutional capacity and leads to a 
longer term curtailing of growth and development (OECD, 2015). This risk factor was raised during a visit 
of the Myanmar Minister of Industry, Mr. Khin Maung Cho, to Australia in 2016 at which he pointed out 
that much of the Myanmar workforce is informal and much training is informal but workers have good 
access to mobile phones used extensively to control access to job and training opportunities (Cho, 
2016). This suggests that the dependence on mobile phone technology to facilitate training is accepted 
as a significant social norm. 
The Norwegian study picks up on this function of informal vocational education as an 
empowering means to escape from poverty  but emphasises that it is quality, or relevant education that 
is the key to its success in this role. The wrong skill-sets are just as problematic as inadequate education 
or limited access to financial capital in terms of effectiveness as a change agent (Lie, 2018). For low-
income workers, and for people who are not yet on the employment cycle at all, there is a pressure to 
make decisions based on immediate and short-term survival that is not due to incompetence or 
ineptitude, but to an inability to manage risk within a ‘finely balanced survival algorithm.’ (Mosley & 
Verschoorn, 2005). Thus the danger for small-scale enterprise in Myanmar is that the ‘leapfrogging’ of 
the high-cost institutional training and education system is tied to the poverty-trap escape compulsion 
which involves a heavy investment in resources and mechanisms to which, in by far the majority of 
cases, they are denied access. 
This means that, whereas the ASEAN context is important in addressing the macro-economic 
and socio-political environment in which Myanmar is seeking to play an integral part through labour 
mobility and manufacturing flexibility that will have an impact on TVET policies, the everyday survival of 
most individuals is paramount, especially when trying to adapt to the multiple demands of rural-to-
urban labour transition, fledgling democratic transformation and the imposition of global corporate 
norms based on commercial imperative. This has not been addressed until now in the vernacular 
academic literature. 
There is no doubt that the expressed need for education, in particular vocational training, is 
recognised and understood by governments, agencies and universities, but a response must, argues 
Thawnghmung (2019), take into consideration the everyday economic survival mechanisms of those 
whose livelihoods are at risk from entrenched policies and colonialist, whether economic, scientific or 
cultural, practice. Myanmar remains one of the poorest countries in the world with roughly 70 percent 
of the population still living and working in a rural environment. Despite this, according to 
Thawnghmung, the bulk of formal investment goes towards extractive industry and building 
infrastructure, only a tiny percentage goes towards rural industries such as fishing and agriculture that 
are the staple of livelihoods. Foreign direct investment has increased, particularly in the garment 
61 
 
manufacturing industry, but this is predicated upon cheap labour where the minimum wage hovers 
around US$4.00 per day3 and the bulk of the investment goes into the buildings and machinery to 
improve efficiencies, not necessarily to the worker. This means that cuts are made by families and 
individuals to food, health and education in a vicious cycle that begins with cheap, poor quality, bulk 
food eaten to stave off hunger rather than nourish well-being: “we just have to think up ways of getting 
through each day.” (Thawnghmung, 2019, p.49) 
In these circumstances, children are removed from school to generate cash and sent to urban 
centres and low-skill jobs. In the 2014 census it was found that 20.8 per cent of all children aged 10 to 
17 were occupied in all employment sectors, and daughters in particular were encouraged to work as 
city-based live-in maids, sending all their salary to their rural parents (Thawnghmung, 2019, p.50-51). 
Debt bondage is common, where advance payments are made for between 6 months and a year of 
labour, and is a system that has a risk of permeating all levels of society as the Myanmar nation itself, as 
discussed in the Introduction, is embroiled in a battle to reduce its dependence on the infrastructure 
investment of foreign powers. Thawnghmung includes informal training and education within a set of 
‘coping strategies’ alongside the pooling of resources such as electrical supply, micro-financing and 
savings schemes, as well as religious practice and spirit worship all geared towards short-term 
gratification within a long-term fatalism that accepts the Buddhist notion of one’s current status in life 
being the result of actions performed during one’s past lives, therefore inescapable. And whether one 
adopts a collective approach to this situation, thereby risking the eventual introduction of political, 
social and economic inequalities, especially for women, or one accepts foreign aid and its association 
with dependency, corruption and eventual loss of identity, Thawnghmung suggests the result is the 
same: a deprivation of skilled workers and the lack of an educated labour force. Escaping this poverty 
trap is a primary concern of TVET practice and its impact on the everyday lives of the Myanmar people.  
Pavlova (2009b) argues that “educational theory and practice predominantly serve the role of 
social reproduction rather than transformation, and the ability of education to change society is limited 
largely by the degree of change that is already occurring in society” (p. 28). If individuals feel that they 
are socially, economically and politically disempowered by forces of what may be perceived as global 
capitalist imperialism they will, in turn, be disengaged from educational systems that exist only within 
that paradigm, including especially those vocational training programmes established and maintained by 
the corporate sector. This means, it is further argued, that “we should be building new learning 
organisations out of an ecological worldview that moves away from the metaphor of the machine 
towards a metaphor of a living organism” (Pavlova, 2009b, p. 29). This organic metaphor as part of a 
viable systems approach based on an institutional ethnographic framework will be employed later in this 
study. 
These are ethical questions that are considered critical in looking at the value systems of 
vocational education practice in the real world and brings us back to the concept of Buddhist inquiry, 
argumentation and critical thinking that the likes of Dr. Thien Lwin are struggling to introduce into the 
Myanmar curriculum, and not just because it relates to a pervading philosophy but mainly because it has 
                                                          
3 1 US$ is roughly equivalent to I,000 Myanmar kyat (pronounced ‘chat’). The minimum wage in Myanmar in 
2016 was MMK 3,600 per day, raised to MMK 4,800 per day in 2018. The living wage in 2018 was estimated at 
the equivalent of MMK 6,358 per day for an individual and MMK 13,338 per day for a family. Source: 
https://tradingeconomics.com/myanmar/minimum-wages?poll=2019-03-31  
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a direct social and economic impact through increasing “the capacities of people to transform their 
visions of society into operational realities.” (UNESCO, 2001, cited by Pavlova, 2009b, p.60).  
4.3 The Buddhist / Burmese Perspective 
Wisadavet (2003), writing from the perspective of Thai Theravada Buddhism, to which the 
Burmese version is aligned, regards a ‘decent living’ as one aspect of happiness arising from wealth 
rightfully gained, that is, not causing trouble for others, allowing that it is not permanent, and is not the 
only kind of happiness. Thus, a Buddhist philosophy of education is based on a social philosophy that, in 
turn, is based upon the mindset of the individual. It is this focus on the individual that sets a Buddhist 
approach to education apart from a western approach, at least in terms of the context around the 
Burmese and Indian experience of colonialism where people were regarded as ‘resources’ whose 
purpose was to administer the demands of Empire. Although Thailand (named Siam at the time) was not 
colonised in a political sense during the 19th century, Wisadavet is able to draw parallels with this 
colonialist approach in recognising the impact of dynamic market economics on modern Thai society, 
and its consequence whereby education becomes a mechanism of a state determined not to create 
well-developed people, but to instil a “stairway to the stars” competitive mentality. Within this context, 
education is concerned with the praxis of training people and with the enrichment of knowledge and 
wisdom, both elements of which have their parallels in the ancient Greek tradition and western 
philosophy where universities are meeting places for the pursuit of knowledge. What is not addressed 
as emphatically, according to Wisadavet (2003), is the inner self whose objective is to be a good 
member of society, working to make a living while fitting in with others. 
This means that an approach to education aligns with social philosophy in a way that goes 
against the consumptive and inequitable trend towards growth at any cost and promotes instead a 
principle of moderation. This question of inequality is now being addressed in mainstream economics by 
the likes of Thomas Picketty who maintains that wealth acquired through capital speculation is 
outstripping wealth generated by labour productivity and is therefore unsustainable (Picketty, 2014). 
Wisadavet talks about the inequalities arising from a system of production that exists to trade in 
surpluses rather than to raise the standard of living of much of society, and he suggests that education 
in industrial societies has become a tool for division and categorisation. Wisadavet concludes that the 
problem of social inequality is tied to educational inequality, but with the question as to whether 
educational equality is to bring about social equality or vice versa. The first scenario, according to 
Wisadavet, is characteristic of liberal democracies, and where social equality is the driver of educational 
equality it is a feature of totalitarianism. Therefore, in this context, the kind of education that being 
asked to consider for Myanmar is either one associated with liberal democracy or with dictatorship, and 
there is a phase of transition from one to the other. The choice lies in the balance between the two 
approaches, and this is where the emphasis on the Buddhist principle of the self is important. Wisadavet 
goes so far as to suggest that Buddhist meditation practice should be incorporated into all forms of 
tertiary education, based on the imperative to know oneself within a spirit of inquiry, reform and 
openness (2003). 
This question of the reciprocity between Buddhism and education, within the context of choices 
that need to be made about the kind of society in which people live and work, is taken up by Dong who 
considers the educational purpose of Buddhism as enabling people how to think, not what to think, and 
to continually ask questions: 
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It is time for the focus of education to shift from what’s “out there” – the curriculum, 
assessments, classroom arrangements, books, computers – to the fundamental assumptions 
about and definitions of education held by educators and policymakers. NASA did not send men 
to the moon by building on a chassis of a model T. In the same way, education cannot hope to 
move beyond its present state on the chassis of 18th century education.  (Dong, 2003, p. 292) 
The emphasis on the development of the inner self, rather than the outer trappings of 
education, is not exclusive to Buddhism, and Reagan (2004) refers to Jesus, Muhammad, Aristotle and 
Socrates as exemplars of innovative teachers of thought and practice. The ancient Greek dictum to 
‘know thyself’ is well-established in western philosophy, as is the Christian exhortation to ‘love thy 
neighbour as thyself,’ and these are universal guidelines to the betterment of the self for the sake of 
others. Where the Buddhist approach to education differs, perhaps, is in the sense of uncertainty. 
Reagan suggests that, added to a quest towards right understanding in the Buddhist tradition, the 
questioning of one’s own assumptions within the framework of faith is what leads to the right actions 
and ultimately to the right kind of livelihood, one that is guided by balance and moderation as seen from 
Wisadavet above. In considering the impact of faith on the approach of international organisations 
towards emerging societies Ware et al (2016) conclude that “the literature suggests that beliefs can be a 
powerful motivator to act with and on behalf of the most marginalised. It can also provide a ready 
entrée into communities of the same faith. However, it can also sometimes limit the responses to issues 
that affect large proportions of the population, such as gender (in)equality.” (p.328). Education can be 
added to these issues, and the reference to gender inequality is apposite in that Reagan cites the 
symbiotic educational relationship between the Burmese ‘sangha’ and the community as a distinctive 
element of the Buddhist pedagogy whereby the teacher and student harness a reciprocal relationship to 
seek truth, except that this privilege has traditionally been confined to the males in society, with little 
attention paid to female education (Reagan, 2004).  
This prejudice is changing but the contradiction inherent in the concept of faith as a restraining 
force in a free-thinking educational environment remains an issue, particularly when the instilling of 
‘conscience’ as a willingness to develop one’s own ability to make judgement, runs counter to 
transferring faith towards the father figures of military dictators. This is discussed by Kaw (2005) in her 
examination of the paradox embedded in the role of Aung San Suu Kyi as a female leader operating in a 
male-dominated political environment, tolerated, it is argued, mainly because of the credibility 
bestowed on her through the association with her father, Aung San, still regarded as the father figure of 
Myanmar society. It is this dialectic skill, the ability, on the one hand, to defend what one knows and, on 
the other, to acknowledge the agnosticism of the human condition, that propels a Buddhist concept of 
education. Again, this skill is not exclusive to the Buddhist domain: 
Classical Greece and Rome dealt directly with argumentation in the public domain; and 
renaissance rhetoric dealt with argumentation in relation to university and school curricula, 
particularly the relationship between grammar and logic, and the centrality of argumentation to 
humanistic thought. In a different way, argumentation resurfaced in the Enlightenment as a 
means by which scientific thought could progress; and then again, in Hegelian philosophy, via 
the formula of thesis-antithesis-synthesis. In each of these cases, and in many others, broad 
educational principles were revisited or the implications for education were, at the very least, 
hinted at. (Andrews R. , 2010, p. 19) 
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Andrews was referring to the western canon in support of a thesis directed towards western 
university pedagogy, but it is the Buddhist domain in which the skill of critical thinking and 
argumentation is inherently embedded. It is not just attached to a philosophy but is integral to the 
principle of faith, and it is its very paradoxical, agnostic nature in that faith that makes it both essential 
to leadership and education, where the leader is as much a learner as those that are led. 
The Buddhist system of education, therefore, is based on a connected system of nature and 
humans are part of a natural and dynamic system of coexistence. This is the approach adopted by 
Chansomsak and Vale (2008), moving forward in years beyond Wisadavet (2003), Dong (2003), Reagan 
(2004), and Kaw (2005), and an evolution of Buddhist thought in education from an in-principle 
alignment in terms of philosophy to an understanding of the connectedness between personal spiritual 
development and the practical issues of environmental sustainability whereby “the Buddhist approach 
to education could be considered to be a process for cultivating responsive, sustainable living practices 
for learners” (Vale, 2008, p.47). By this time, education is seen both as a means for and as sustainability, 
part of dual concepts that have their origins in a dynamic system of connectedness and the transfer of 
responsibility from the individual and personal to the social domain where humans are part of a system 
of coexistence with nature.  
Buddhist practice was established in Thailand as part of a formal education system introduced in 
2003 that designated specialist Buddhist schools alongside bilingual, ICT, autonomous and schools for 
talented and gifted children, although the Buddhist schools are the only ones based on local knowledge 
and practice whereby, in one case, a curriculum is defined as “picking up a flower affects the earth.” 
(Vale, 2008, p.40). In Myanmar, the historical symbiosis between the sangha and localised education is 
well established and recorded (Lwin, 1999), but this Buddhist approach has not gained traction in 
government-run schools that have laboured under a centralised system. Dr. Thein Lwin recognised in 
2007 that grassroots education on Buddhist principles is a fundamental method of social progress and 
reform, putting forward a set of recommendations that included decentralisation of management of 
schools from national to local level, the introduction of indigenous local language teaching alongside 
Burmese and English, and the development of ‘thinking classrooms’ (Lwin, 2007).  
The core of Dr. Lwin’s approach is critical thinking, based on the dialectic philosophies and 
pedagogies originating in the Socratic process referred to above (Andrews, R. 2010) and focused on the 
evaluation, rather than the mute acceptance, of information. This is a radical departure from the British 
colonial system of education that was imposed in India and Burma to suit administrative needs, and 
from the rote learning system more recently established in Myanmar to suit perceived political and 
nationalistic needs which, Lwin maintains, were designed to prevent thinking or how to think; critical 
thinking is in reality more aligned to the Burmese and sangha-inspired culture of learning (Lwin, 2010). 
Lwin established a Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking4 (RWCT) training establishment for 
teachers in 2001 at Chiang Mai near the Burmese border with North Thailand. By 2010 this facility had 
trained over 3000 teachers and 90,000 students based on the idea that democratic practice in schools 
plays an important role in the transition to a peaceful society, an especially bold exercise given the 
authority of a repressive military dictatorship in Myanmar at that time (Lwin, 2010). Lwin claims that the 
RWCT program was universally agreed by the monk community in Myanmar as aligned to Buddhist 
                                                          
4 The RWCT program was originally funded by the Soros Foundation and is now established in over thirty 
countries worldwide. Source: https://www.rwctic.org/about-cjn9 
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philosophy comprising a three-part process from evocation (the ‘what’ of an issue), through realisation 
(the ‘how’ something works or is resolved) to reflection (the ‘why’ it is so). But the RWCT concept, in 
spite of being fully aligned with Burmese Buddhist tradition, and now endorsed by the National League 
for Democracy under the leadership of Aung San Suu Kyi who has used Dr. Lwin as an advisor to her role 
as special counsellor for education, has not yet been fully adopted in Myanmar. 
Much cynicism remains around the educational system, as this extract from a report by a former 
associate professor of psychology at Yangon University and British-trained clinical psychologist attests: 
It is clear that the shortage of educated and skilled professionals is dire because the education 
system has deteriorated to the point where it has seriously failed to fulfil the human resources 
needs necessary for national development...as a result we are now desperately short of people 
with useful skills who can further development of the health, education, law, transportation, 
communication, business, commerce, trade, management, building and construction, and 
technology sectors...The education system most probably fared better before World War II and 
in the post-independence era before 1962. One wonders whether the authorities or the general 
public are aware that the original meaning of a university is essentially a community of teachers 
and scholars who not only impart knowledge but extend it by inquiry and research...The failure 
to promote or recognise the role of intellectuals and professionals in the development of the 
country is the result of the failed policies and practices of the past. There is a distinct lack of 
recognition and respect for ‘professionals’ both on the part of the authorities and the general 
public. (Hman, 2012) 
This pessimistic view was shared by teachers surveyed in the Yangon urban and suburban 
regions from middle class and poor-area schools who reported on a serious incompatibility between the 
child-centred approach (CCA) policy of the government and the pressures of the examination system. 
This resulted in poor performance of students and teachers alike, concluding that better training is 
required for teachers through on-going incremental development as well as the more pragmatic career 
path and salary improvements (Marie Lall, Thei Su San, Nwe Nwe San, Thein Thein Myat and Lwin Thet 
Thet Khiang, 2013). This view was supported by Dr. Thein Lwin who maintained that, from the time of 
his first work attempting to introduce the Buddhist-endorsed system of RWCT into the mainstream of 
Myanmar education policy, nothing had changed (Lwin, 2014).  
By this time, Dr. Lwin Thein was the spokesman for the National Network for Education Reform 
and he was responding to the introduction of the Myanmar National Education Law in September, 2014, 
stating that, in his view, the same people who had destroyed the system earlier were the same people 
with responsibility to reform it. Lwin’s main points were similar to those of the teachers on the ground: 
that the system must be democratic, the curriculum must be tailored to local conditions and, most 
importantly, teachers must be provided with training in capacity-building (Lwin, Interview with Dr. Thein 
Lwin, 2014). 
Dr. Nyi Win Hman adds the point that, in this context, ensuring transfer of knowledge and skills 
from foreigners to Myanmar nationals is of critical importance (Hman, 2012). This echoes the plea, 
made by Aung San Suu Kyi to an international audience at the World Economic Forum in the same year, 
that is the motivating drive for this thesis. However, before addressing what the literature reveals 
regarding approaches from ‘outsiders’ to the problem in the context of critical and transformative 
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thinking, this section of the review will conclude with the official Myanmar government responses to the 
issues raised above. 
4.3.1 Myanmar Government Perspective 
The official Myanmar government line is expressed in two key reports: the National Education 
Strategic Plan 2016-2021 (Ministry of Education, 2016) and the Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan 
2018-2030 (Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018). 
In the Forward to the National Education Strategic Plan (NESP) Aung San Suu Kyi, as State 
Counsellor, makes the following statement: 
The national education system in Myanmar needs to undergo a major transformation over the 
next five years if it is to meet the life-long-learning and career aspirations of our students, youth 
and adults. Quality, equitable and relevant education is essential if we are to provide our 
children with new knowledge and competencies, creativity and critical thinking skills and cultural 
and ethical values that will enable them to excel in their chosen careers and contribute to 
Myanmar’s socio-economic development in the 21st century. (Ministry of Education, 2016, p.4). 
This echoes the statement she made in 2012, using the key reference of education as an 
enabler, and this time broadening the scope of its impact within a nation-building and unifying agenda: 
Education plays a central role in reducing poverty and inequity, increasing household incomes, 
improving individual and family health, strengthening our communities, fostering lasting peace, 
expanding economic development and building national unity. (Ministry of Education, 2016, p.4) 
There is also, in her conclusion, a reference to the cooperating role of international partner 
organisations alongside all the other stakeholders associated with educational strategy in Myanmar. For 
the purposes of this thesis the essential components of the plan relate to three areas: technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET), alternative education, and teacher training and education. 
Each of these areas has a direct impact on the ability to achieve the vision outlined in Aung San Suu Kyi’s 
statement, and these do not come without their own challenges. For example, it is acknowledged that 
the TVET system needs to change radically from a supply-driven to a demand-driven environment. Also, 
that alternative education, outside the mainstream government school system (thereby acknowledging 
the continued role of the sangha in the national consciousness), still requires research to be done on the 
most effective media and process, as well as partnerships with non-government and private agencies, 
including corporate organisations with their own proprietary training and education systems. Teachers 
need to be given access to continuous professional development, not least to enable them to address 
the dissonance, mentioned above, between child-centred learning and a top-down centralised rote 
learning and examination system. 
Overriding all of these concerns is the challenge, common to all the bureaucratic ministries in 
Myanmar and, it should be mentioned, all emerging and developed national environments, of 
management and capacity development within a quality-driven and sustainable infrastructure  
framework. This means the ability to access data, adhere to sets of standards and undertake reforms. 
This kind of context is what lies beyond the ‘green-field’ illustrated in the pathway map (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. Myanmar Education Pathways Map. Source: The Government of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar Ministry of 
Education National Education Strategic Plan 2016-21, pp. 52-53. 
This map is impressive in its readiness to amalgamate the elements of TVET and alternative 
education within a mainstream pathway, and denotes a move towards the adoption of a 5-4-35 
education attendance programme, recommended by Dr. Thein Lwin (2007). But it needs a policy 
framework that is sustainable and achievable. It will be interesting to see the development of the 
‘alternative’ pathway (marked with light-brown building icons in the diagram), for this is the space that 
has the potential for flexibility to adapt to market conditions perhaps more readily than the formal 
policy framework (marked with red and blue building icons). 
The lesson from this strategic plan is that educational planning must be relevant to and aligned 
to economic planning. The challenge felt by governments in attempting to foster a productive 
relationship between education and the world of work, that this pathway map seeks to address, led the 
World Bank, during the 1990s, to adopt a laissez-faire attitude and suggest that vocational training and 
education in developing countries are best left to enterprises, individuals and private sector institutions. 
Governments, according to the World Bank at that time, should focus only on basic education at 
primary, secondary and higher education levels, leaving vocational education to the private sector. 
(World Bank, 1995) 
This serves the argument that irrationality is a feature of the attitude towards vocational 
training. It can be seen from a cursory study of the classical political economists, from Smith to Ricardo 
and Marx, that the worker is the full residual claimant of the increase of his or her own productivity and 
that, according to the model introduced by Becker, there is no justification for firms to invest in general 
skills training where the skills have no direct bearing on the performance required of a specific job 
(Becker, 1964). There has to be some allowance that the Myanmar vocational education system is 
addressing a scenario that has been relatively unchanged since the time that Becker was writing, but the 
                                                          
5 5 years primary, 4 years middle-school, 3 years high-school 
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reality now is that firm-sponsored investments in general skills are widespread, especially in areas of 
leadership and project management. These are the so-called ‘soft’ skills of the vocational canon that 
have an impact on team performance and company-wide effectiveness. Areas such as leadership, 
project management and critical thinking are finding their way into formerly restrictive and delineated 
training packages due to an emphasis on competency rather than qualification.  
Low-income countries like Myanmar and others in southeast Asia must find a way to compete 
on a global stage, and within the ASEAN region that became an open labour market from 2015. Skills 
development then becomes a strategic weapon that requires greater technological capacity as well as 
greater managerial and competitive capability (Lall, 1999). This means a shift away from the traditional 
forms of competition based on low prices and cost efficiencies towards competition driven by quality, 
networking and flexibility. The use of skilled workers has been on the increase in Asian countries due to 
the higher input within goods and services of design, innovation and marketing components which make 
up a significant component of embedded value in a product or service. This new competitive paradigm, 
closely linked to a new technological paradigm calls for more skills, for higher levels of skills and for 
different kinds of skills (Lall, 1999).  
The circumstances in Myanmar are compounded by a lack of reliable data. Even the exhaustive 
study of the correlation between skills and productivity that accompanied Lall’s analysis in the 1990s 
acknowledged the problem despite coming to a general conclusion that the pay-off from investment in 
skills development is high and that societal rates of return on education in developing countries is at 
least as high as, and sometimes exceeding, those on physical capital investment. But the challenge is still 
a lack of sufficient data. 
Tuor (2010) further points out that the interest in the economics of vocational education has 
been scattered over many journals, making access to new data and the results of research difficult. In 
seeking to gather intelligence he concludes that, firstly, the combination of academic and vocational 
programmes produced better performance results overall, supporting the hybridity of theory and 
practice (or ‘cultivated minds and skilled hands’).  Secondly, large firms are more inclined to undertake 
training for employees than small firms, possibly due to the acceptance of high turnover and loss, or trial 
and error approach, that could not be tolerated in a small firm. Thirdly, and importantly for the context 
of this study, job-training programmes that are integrated into employment routines and human 
resource management strategies are much more likely to be successful (Tuor, 2010).  
It is worth reiterating here the views of Thomas Picketty and Joe Studwell related to private 
sector involvement in the development of TVET. One sees the role of training and education in 
economic terms as a contribution to the value add of a nation and a means to close the inequality gap 
that exists between employer and worker (Picketty, 2014); the other considers the role of government 
in having an impact on the performance outcome of TVET as limited, suggesting instead that it is private 
firms that are the drivers of development through training (Studwell, 2014). The role of the state, 
according to these economists, is to encourage the creation of firms that can act as facilitators for 
learning through their innovation, product development and efficiency initiatives. The emphasis on 
governments acting as agents that create conditions for market-led enterprises to take responsibility for 
the training of employers is an interesting one and it remains to be seen how the development of the 
ASEAN single market concept will have an impact on this scenario. Despite a heavy dependence on the 
rural economy it is highly likely that urbanisation and the private sector will dominate future economic 
viability, skills development and the ultimate success or otherwise of the Myanmar NESP. 
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The NESP is one element of a national development vision outlined in the Myanmar Sustainable 
Development Plan 2018-2030 (MSDP). It is symptomatic of emerging economies that sustainability is at 
the forefront of economic planning as this, in theory, provides an opportunity to ‘leapfrog’ developed 
economies with new, clean technologies and more equitable policy frameworks. Once again, Aung San 
Suu Kyi as State Counsellor outlines the broad focus of the MSDP: 
We should select and implement projects that bring maximum benefit to our people. In short, 
national projects should be designed with a holistic view, and with the welfare of the nation in 
mind. Moving forward, national planning, including the implementation of existing projects, 
shall place a special focus on development sustainability and harmonious coordination. We, all 
of us, must be strategic in both thought and action if we are to realize our own needs as well as 
the needs of the nation. (Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, p. iii) 
The thrust of this statement is not unsurprising in that it appeals to a concern expressed in 
global economic forums over the last ten years (World Economic Forum, 2019). What is most relevant in 
the context of developing an education strategy is the reference in her conclusion: 
We particularly depend on the entrepreneurial and ever-resilient spirit of our people and the 
participation of our private sector, a main driving force of inclusive and sustainable 
development. (Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, p. iii) 
The private sector, critical to the working of Asian economies as argued by Studwell (2014), is 
therefore a prominent factor in the determination of the Myanmar government to implement its aim, 
outlined as Strategy 4.1 under Pillar 3: People and Planet of the MSDP, to “improve equitable access to 
high quality lifelong educational opportunities.” (Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, p. 41). The key 
elements of the strategy relate to strengthening the quality of teacher recruitment and training 
(Strategy 4.1.4) and developing a comprehensive TVET curricula that meets private sector needs 
(Strategy 4.1.5), as well as acknowledging that “further effort is required to strengthen career-relevant 
education streams, including demand-driven TVET courses and quality tertiary education opportunities.” 
(Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, p. 41). 
In summary, an examination of the Burmese narrative towards the need for a kind of education 
that enables the key criteria of a decent living reveals that the Buddhist principle of critical thinking and 
argumentation is acknowledged, even though the reality may default to a rote-learning, top-down 
system of teaching. This may be because approaches to education in Myanmar are closely aligned with 
re-emerging concepts of nation building, with higher education traditions being realised through the 
generations of students and vocational practice originating from the localised and pragmatic activities of 
the sangha in mostly rural communities. These two elements, the students and the sangha, have 
traditionally formed two of the three pillars of Myanmar society, alongside the military (Lwin, 2000). The 
Myanmar government, in its strategic statements (NESP and MSDP), has recognised that these 
traditional and cultural aspects of the education system have a role to play in the development of new 
plans to adapt to the imperatives of sustainability and the potential of the corporate private sector in a 
globalised socio-economic and geo-political environment. 
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4.4 Outsider Perspective 
As mentioned above, outsiders have played an important part in the development of Myanmar’s 
national education strategic thinking, both as colonialists and as corporate and private enterprise 
players. The historical and current outsider perspectives are therefore worth considering. 
An illustration by a Look and Learn artist depicts the war correspondent Melton Prior showing 
Lieutenant Downe of the 1st Bengal Fusiliers his sketch of the Battle of Minhla (Figure 8). The inference 
one can draw is that, before the days of instant photography and mobile telephones, a ‘plein-air’ 
drawing at the point of action is the best way to represent the ‘truth.’ The gratitude at receiving such a 
valuable testament to the bravery and achievement of his troops is clearly apparent on the face of 
Lieutenant Downe, confident that the exploits of empire will be shown in all their glory to the people 
back home, a confidence that is reassured by the artist with a friendly hand on the shoulder.  
 
 
Figure 8. Depiction of Melton Prior and Lieutenant Downe by 
Look and Learn artists. Look and Learn issue no. 587, 14th April 
1973. Reproduced with permission under licence reference 
D5912 / U35853 Look and Learn Ltd. London, UK. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Outsider views of Burma / Myanmar are in danger of being predicated upon a history of 
anthropological curiosity, photographic or draughtsmanship cataloguing, military conquest and overt or 
subliminal capitalism. All the above are characteristics of a colonialist approach, given perhaps its most 
succinct expression by Galtung: 
By "colonialism," in general, I mean a process whereby the centre of gravity of a nation is no 
longer in that nation itself, but in some other nation, the colonizer. Best known is political 
colonialism, where the centre of gravity for crucial decision-making is located in the colonizer, 
not in the colony. Then there is economic colonialism, whereby the centre of gravity for crucial 
economic transactions is located outside the country. Scientific colonialism is that process 
whereby the centre of gravity for the acquisition of knowledge about the nation is located 
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outside the nation itself. There are many ways in which this can happen. One is to claim the right 
of unlimited access to data from other countries. Another is to export data about the country to 
one's own home country to have it processed there and turned out as "manufactured goods," as 
books and articles. This is essentially...similar to what happens when raw materials are exported 
at a low price and reimported at a very high cost as manufactured goods. The most important, 
most creative, most entrepreneurial, most rewarding and most difficult phases of the process 
take place abroad, in some other nation. (Galtung, 1967, p. 13) 
In this context, it is important to be cognisant of the Burmese wariness towards outsider 
engagement. As a researcher in this space I am conscious that I was educated at a British ‘Royal’ 
grammar school, worked for an imperial-era founded ‘Royal’ insurance company, and am now part of 
the only Australian tertiary education institute to be granted a ‘royal’ charter. I am acutely aware  that 
Lieutenant Downe and his fusiliers, acting in the interests of an imperial crown, were complicit in the 
destruction and enforced exile of the Burmese own royal lineage. The Burmese wariness intensified into 
state-driven isolation during the post-independence period under military dictatorship. Suffice to say 
that there is an element of caution on both sides, not least due to recent increased exposure of the 
Rohingya conflict and the ‘falling star’ trajectory of Aung San Suu Kyi in the eyes of the western world. 
This element of caution is clearly expressed by Smith: 
One of the problems ...is that methodologies and methods of research, the theories that inform 
them, the questions that they generate and the writing styles they employ, all become significant 
acts which need to be considered carefully and critically before being applied. In other words, 
they need to be ‘decolonized.’ Decolonization, however, does not mean and has not meant a 
total rejection of all theory or research or Western knowledge. Rather, it is about centring our 
concerns and world views and then coming to know and understand theory and research from 
our own perspectives and for our own purposes. (Smith, 1999, p. 39) 
This section explores the question as to how ‘outsiders’ respond from the perspective of 
literature pertaining to three lenses: non-government organisations, which includes universities; the 
corporate sector; and the Australian government. 
4.4.1 Non-Government Organisation (NGO) Perspective 
The primary source of literature regarding the difficulty of non-government organisations 
engaging in Myanmar lies in the work of Anthony Ware from Deakin University in Australia whose field 
research and activity in conflict zones supports insights from interviews and conversations with 
operators and practitioners working in areas of development and capacity-building. One of Ware’s key 
findings, at least in the period leading prior to democratic elections and the relative transparency of 
business operations, was that international non-government organisations (INGOs) experienced a great 
deal of frustration due to the lack of capacity and readiness of local agencies and organisations to 
provide any sense of partnership potential, an inability to provide funding support, and little or no 
authority to exercise rights under whatever rule of law existed (Ware A. , 2010, Vol.1, No.3). The 
precedents set by INGOs as being on the frontline of crisis and conflict zone engagement, such as 
problems of access following Cyclone Nargis in 2008 and problems of sheer scale in relation to the 
ongoing ‘Rohingya’ catastrophe in Rakhine State, are sober reminders to universities, operating in a 
similar way to INGOs, that context-sensitive engagement and viable local partnerships are critical in any 
remote and emerging environment, and especially so in Myanmar.  
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Ware continues a long-established engagement with this issue by examining the role of the 
United Nations-endorsed Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that are meant to provide some form 
of guidance to emerging and mature economies in terms of sustainable development. A number of 
factors contribute some doubt as to the relevance of the MDGs to the situation in Myanmar, most 
notably that the international community has conflicting agendas, namely either poverty alleviation or 
political change to stimulate sustainable development. There is also a lack, or a culturally-embedded 
manipulation, of data resulting in inconsistent decision-making, and a concern that any aid funds goes 
‘up’ to an established elite rather than ‘down’ to where it is most needed. Ware suggests that the 
Myanmar government is more inclined towards a cooperative approach to alleviate poverty than to 
tolerate any pressure of the law or international agreements to force political change: 
The Myanmar government sees stability and nation-building as pre-requisites to sustainable 
poverty alleviation, in the same manner as the West has relegated addressing poverty to a 
second priority contingent on political change. These differing perspectives exacerbate the 
impasse between the Myanmar government and the international community (Ware A., 2011, 
p.588). 
The problem for an outsider is that, as discussed in the introduction to this study, 
interpretations of meanings around such terms as stability and nation-building can be ambiguous and 
disconnected. If forms of government such as military dictatorship or top-down democracy are deemed 
to be more effective in addressing poverty due to notions of stability then that goes some way to 
explaining why the determinants of alleviation from poverty, such as education and health, are not 
‘valued’ in pure investment terms as proportions of government spending. How an INGO operates in this 
kind of environment, or at least contextualises their activity to be sensitive to it, is an ongoing concern. 
Ware (2012) addresses this in a later study, acknowledging the scarcity of literature covering this 
question, or at least the inappropriateness of Western approaches that focus on the linearity and cause-
and-effect process stemming from colonial perspectives of efficiency and extraction rather than the 
building of consensus and sensitivity to cultural context. In this respect, Ware maintains, economic 
growth contributes as much to the generation of social and political problems as to their solving. Ware 
refers to a 2006 World Bank study that suggests the most common development mistakes in conflict 
zones result from insufficiently detailed political analysis, and the assumption that democracy is an 
agent of peace and prosperity. The experience of Western military interventions in the name of regime 
change and the promotion of democracy have given the lie to this assumption.  
The alignment between INGOs and international educational institutions is fairly well-
established: both have a mission that equates education with development and both have legacies or 
depths of organisational structure that can lead to areas of dissonance between the on-ground 
experience of field staff and the values of the central core that may lead to interventions and the 
imposition of development models. Also, as Ware points out, they are both dealing with marginalised 
groups that may “live in ignorance of national, let alone international factors affecting their situation.” 
(Ware, A. 2012, p.115). They also have in common a generational typology, cited by Ware (2012) from 
Korten (1990), that can explain the maturing role of educational institutions in emerging environments. 
Korten’s typology for generations of NGOs can be aligned with those arbitrarily ascribed for education 
(Table 3). 
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GENERATION KORTEN’S NGO 
ROLE 
INFERRED EDUCATION INSTITUTION ROLE 
1. Relief and welfare Literacy and numeracy and basic education 
2.  Community 
development 
Vocational education (e.g. as provided by the sangha in local 
and rural communities) 
3. Sustainable 
development 
Resilience to exploitation through rights education, 
knowledge and understanding 
4.  People’s 
movement 
Critical thinking and empowerment to affect change through 
trade unions, universal skills and international standards 
Table 3. Korten’s typology of NGOs aligned with inferred education institution role. Source: Ware (2012) adapted by the author. 
The role of universities in this modelling is inferred to be a similar transition from basic and 
foundation-level education to one that facilitates ‘bottom-up’ social change. This is in contrast to an 
approach whereby the top strata of society and the elite universities of the world are engaged to 
bestow honorary or prestige degrees as status symbols of credibility. Indeed, it is revealing that when 
Aung San Suu Kyi visited Australia in November 2013, it was the more academic institutions that 
awarded her honorary doctorates (ABC, 2013)6.  
A delegation of a group of lesser-known American universities7 under the auspices of the 
International Institute of Education (IIE) visited Myanmar at around the same time and reported findings 
that align with the problems faced by INGOs, namely a lack of social capital, a lack of capacity to build 
relationships, and a need for the decentralisation of bureaucracy. There was a sense that there needed 
to be a perspective of reality adopted by educational institutions responding to the same kind of issues 
exposed by INGOs: 
How to embark on the multiple emerging opportunities for global engagement...can be a 
daunting task as our delegation discovered during its weeklong visit. There is a huge danger that 
a ‘fire-hose’ approach that offers too many opportunities to too many universities without an 
adequate infrastructure to manage, communicate and execute could generate an array of new 
problems as well as a high degree of disenchantment and disappointment. (IIE, 2013, p.22) 
The conclusion from this delegation visit was that the challenges exceeded the capacity of the 
physical and systemic infrastructure of Myanmar universities or government bodies to handle, and the 
report states: 
There is no doubt that the awakening that has taken place in Myanmar is a welcome sight for 
those who have watched from afar while Myanmar’s universities deteriorated due to explicit 
neglect and political heavy-handedness. Nonetheless, while it remains quite clear that 
Myanmar’s universities are embarking on a path that eventually will prove rewarding and yield 
promising results, they too must remain focused on bringing about high priority, critically needed 
incremental changes and proceed ahead at a moderate versus accelerated pace to ensure 
continued political support for the current reforms taking place. It is incumbent on the 
                                                          
6 Australian National University, University of Sydney, Monash University. 
7 American University, Arizona State University, Ball State University, Hawaii Pacific University, Northern 
Arizona University, Northern Illinois University, Rutgers University, Samford University, University of 
Massachusetts, University of Washington, plus representatives from the U.S. Department of State and the U.S. 
Embassy in Yangon. 
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international education community to respect the need for such a deliberate choice and to 
proceed ahead accordingly. (IIE, 2013, p.31) 
This recommended approach highlights the importance of human capital as a determinant of 
change, and the IIE report is emphatic on the value of small-scale, person-to-person interactions that 
help to build capacity, echoing the response that Aung San Suu Kyi gave to the question as to what 
Australian universities can do, through informal networks. 
A similar conclusion was reached at roughly the same time by the British Council that considered 
the future vision for Myanmar higher education in collaborative workshop with the Asia Development 
Bank, AusAID and UNESCO held in the Myanmar capital, Nay Pyi Taw, in June 2013. (British Council, 
2013). The purpose of this dialogue, hosted by Aung San Suu Kyi, was to promote international 
coordination and cooperation in relation to the re-emergence and development of Myanmar 
universities as well as to find ways to accelerate overall reform. The Australian contribution was largely 
to add weight to the aspiration towards equity and reform with a special concern over ways to enable 
the large Myanmar diaspora to return to their country in a free and positive environment. This ties in 
with the determination, common to most outsider perspectives, to find Myanmar solutions to Myanmar 
problems, to try to avoid a ‘scientific colonialist’ approach, and to seek a compromise, given the reality 
of the political structure, between a top-down and a bottom-up impetus to reform. This form of 
‘negotiated compromise’ is a way of trying to establish what the report refers to as “short cuts and quick 
gains,” otherwise known as ‘runs on the board,’ and it is significant that the private sector is called into 
play to achieve this: 
It is interesting that the legal situation for private HE (higher education) bodies appears to be 
expedited more rapidly than the legislation for the public HE sector. There are however a series 
of areas where the private sector should be strongly encouraged to be involved. One very 
obvious area is the dual system of vocational training, where...there is a strong interest in Burma 
developing a local version of the dual system. The Swiss Centre for vocational education in 
Rangoon is an illustration of this. (British Council, 2013, p.26)8 
One of the key projects to come out of the workshop related to this vocational aspect from an 
Australian perspective was to focus on teacher training, recognising that, although there are a number 
of teacher training programs in Myanmar in line with the rest of ASEAN such as Vietnam, Malaysia, 
Indonesia and the Philippines, the quality of the training, and subsequently the teaching itself, is not 
good. A phenomenological study conducted following the implementation of an English for Education 
College Trainers (EfECT) project, set up by the British Council Myanmar between 2014 and 2016, found 
that teacher confidence was highly dependent on English language capability (Ulla, 2018). 
The overall aid program report, however, recognises, as in the earlier British Council and IIE 
reports, that teacher qualification and confidence are critical factors in putting aid and scholarship 
dollars into effect. Hence the emphasis placed upon the Strengthening Pre-Service Teacher Education in 
Myanmar (STEM) Report prepared for the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (Tolmer, 2017) that 
focuses on capacity building, institutional management and the use of information communications 
technology. Its aim is not only to raise the skill and quality-level of teachers, but also to attract more 
                                                          
8 The British Government still refers to the country as Burma and to the city of Yangon as its colonial name of 
Rangoon – see https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/financial-sanctions-burma dated May 2019.  
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teachers into the profession. The report estimates that there are between 6 and 10 thousand teachers 
in Myanmar, whereas there is a need for between 15 and 20 thousand.  
Teacher training colleges, maintains the report, have been largely ignored within the education 
hierarchy, resulting in a scenario where 25 percent of teachers are not qualified, those that are qualified 
are inexperienced, and many are promoted into leadership positions without training and only in 
adherence to a structural need that is not aligned to merit or capability. Again, this report follows the 
tenor of the others reviewed here in respect to the emphasis placed upon high-level governance and 
management, gender equality and social inclusion and, most importantly, the leveraging of formal and 
informal networks, especially towards non-government agencies such as the UNESCO-associated 
International Bureau of Education (IBE) in Geneva, the International Institute for Educational Planning 
(IIEP) in Paris, the Global Teacher Task Force (GTTF) in Paris, and other UNESCO bodies in Yangon and 
Bangkok, and the private corporate sector (Tolmer, 2017). 
4.4.2 The Corporate Perspective 
Myanmar sits within a narrative consensus that sees the ASEAN economies within the fastest 
growing regions in the world on the basis of foreign direct investment (ADB, 2016; ADB, 2010; Andrews 
K. , 2013; OECD, 2015; EIU, 2014). The Economic Intelligence Unit (EIU) has found that, if ASEAN were 
regarded as an aggregate into one country, its growth rate between 2013 and 2018 was third only to 
India and China, and it would rank as the world’s fifth largest economy (EIU, 2014). Inward foreign direct 
investment (FDI) flows to India, China and ASEAN all increased in twenty years from 1995 onwards, with 
only a dip during the Asian and global financial crisis in 2007 and 2008, and the steepest growth since 
then being within ASEAN economies, actually surpassing China in 2013 with a total of US$12 billion, that 
is 8 percent of global FDI flows (Austrade, 2015). 
This status means that “companies are increasingly managing the ASEAN region as an 
integrated economic area, with a pan-regional strategy” (EIU, 2014, p.12). Although ASEAN does not 
have the same single-market status in the same way as the European Union (Cook, 2010), it does allow 
for global companies to harmonise their operations across the region and to take advantage of specialist 
resources, both human and in terms of physical infrastructure, that enable more efficiency in 
manufacturing operations, logistics and administration as well as providing access to financial liquidity. 
The EIU, in a series of interviews with non-ASEAN companies, found that they were attracted to 
economies of scale, falling trade barriers, a more generic market base, and high growth with, in the case 
of Myanmar in 2014, around a third having dedicated Myanmar sales teams, two-thirds of which 
operate inside the country, and almost another third making use of local partners and distributors (EIU, 
2014). A feature of the ASEAN potential is the seemingly paradoxical business strategy of consolidation 
and fragmentation, where the harmonisation of, say, logistical operations, can be adapted to the 
fragmentation of manufacturing into different regions to take advantage of labour and infrastructure 
costs: 
Indorama Ventures, a Thai plastic manufacturer, has a big business making bottles for drinks 
companies. “You have to make the bottles locally because they are too bulky to transport, you 
can’t make them regionally,” says Dilip Agarwal, the firm’s CEO. As such, his manufacturing 
footprint is widening. “We’re planning to invest in Myanmar. Companies like Coca-Cola are 
investing a lot there right now.” (EIU, 2014, p.31) 
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Another example is the Universal Robina Corporation (URC), based in the Philippines. URC is a 
consumer food and beverage product company, best known for snacks, ready-to-drink products and 
instant noodles, with manufacturing facilities in China, Thailand, Malaysia, Vietnam and Indonesia, again 
looking to open full-scale operations in Myanmar to harness the opportunities derived from a growing 
middle-class and consumer society. Australian companies are also active in the region: Telstra has 
launched its first southeast Asian start-up accelerator designed to “foster local technology innovation 
and grow the entrepreneurial ecosystem across Southeast Asia”  (Austrade, 2015, p.41); QBE Insurance 
is entering into joint venture partnerships to take advantage of what they see as strong economic 
growth fuelled by major infrastructure projects; Blackmores, vitamin and mineral products company, is 
driven by regional harmonisation and a more open regulatory environment; Linfox, one of Australia’s 
largest privately owned logistics companies, is positive about the consolidation of the ASEAN Economic 
Community (AEC) from 2015: “from our perspective there are a lot of opportunities for growth when 
borders open up. Our customers are thinking about entering emerging markets like Burma and we would 
logically follow them.” (Austrade, 2015, p.63). For Linfox, an obvious centre of operations for the region 
would be Mandalay, an ancient royal city now undergoing a major re-emergence as the hub of air, road 
and rail logistics servicing over 500 million people in the immediate geographical vicinity and a critical 
component of the China Belt and Road strategy to link eastern and western markets. 
Although the intent is clearly there, and a broad perspective from an outsider viewpoint seems 
optimistic, notwithstanding a serious cooling of investment interest as a result of the human rights 
abuse allegations and complicity surrounding the ‘Rohingya’ conflict, there are realistic challenges that 
the corporate literature covers only superficially. For example, a Solidiance report in 2015 highlighted 
three special economic zones in Myanmar:  Kyaukphyu Sez deep sea port in Rakhine State, Dawei Sez on 
the long ‘peninsular’ coast alongside Thailand, and Thilawa Sez close to Yangon. But each of these 
special zones, financed either by China, Japan or Thailand with Myanmar in joint private and public 
ventures, is at the mercy of major logistical and infrastructure challenges in a country where almost 80 
percent of roads are unpaved, the rail sector has suffered from lack of investment, air transport remains 
prohibitively expensive, and, as of 2015, 90 percent of marine trade still flowed through Yangon in spite 
of the existence of at least nine alternative sea ports (Solidiance, 2015). 
The major manufacturing and infrastructure projects are not the only areas affected. I happened 
to be in Yangon on the day in 2015 that KFC opened its first store in Myanmar, to great excitement and 
front-page news:  
Those yearning for Western fast food rejoiced on July 7 when KFC’s first outlet in Yangon opened 
officially a stone’s throw from Bogyoke Aung San market in the city’s commercial heart. The 
venture encountered some challenges in the run-up to the opening, said JR Ching, KFC 
Myanmar’s managing director: “If you want to identify the biggest challenge, it is probably 
developing the supply chain,” Mr Ching said. “KFC has very high standards regarding the quality 
of their suppliers and the quality of the product.  
Given the infrastructure and logistic standards currently existing in Myanmar, reaching that 
quality level was one of the most difficult aspects of the launch.” ...Mr Ching said another 
challenge was finding employees with the necessary skills. This lack of capacity was tackled by 
sending Myanmar staff to the Philippines capital, Manila, for three months of intensive 
training... In Myanmar, as in other developing countries, KFC will invariably be a luxury targeted 
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at the burgeoning urban middle class. A two-piece “Hot N’ Crispy” meal costs K3,500 – roughly 
equal to Myanmar’s average daily wage. (Hulst, 2015) 
This news report highlights key issues and directional clues for the approach of this study. 
Firstly, this overt ‘high street’ display of corporate global capitalism and the free market is subject to 
supply-chain challenges, both in terms of materials and labour – the KFC operates directly opposite 
Yangon’s main food and produce market but sources its chicken from Thailand. The certification and 
imposition of regulatory standards is also a highlighted issue, as is, crucially, the training of appropriate 
skills that is deemed to be carried out remotely. This aligns with Studwell’s view that “ a lot of critical 
learning in the most successful developing countries takes place outside the formal education sector. It 
occurs, instead, inside firms.” (Studwell,2014, p.xxii). Finally, there is a cultural twist to the presence of 
KFC in the mindset of the emerging middle-class youth, at least those that can afford K3,500: my 
Burmese MBA student from Yangon explained to me that, due to the decades of non-exposure to 
western and USA fast-food culture, many people assumed that KFC stood for ‘Korean Fried Chicken’ and 
associated it with the pop fashion they were so familiar with through Korean television and music. No 
doubt the ‘Kentucky’-based KFC corporation would be happy with whatever works, but it is a revealing 
sign of the coalescence of culture through commercial ‘colonialist’ expansion.  
This coalescence has, of course, two sides. Myanmar has been identified as an ‘outperformer’ 
(McKinsey Global Institute, 2018) and the KFC scenario does suggest that there are opportunities for 
labour-intensive manufacturing and processing if economies of scale and supply-chain efficiencies can 
be achieved. But at the same time, Myanmar is also at a risk of increasing unemployment due to 
automation, another symptom of being part of the ‘rising tide’ of regional and global economic growth. 
For, if there is one consistency among the reports reviewed above, it is the reference to economic 
growth as the driver of engagement. Whereas issues of human rights have been extensively covered in 
material related to Myanmar in the last twenty years this has not been reflected in corporate literature 
focused more on opportunity, even though there may be an acceptance that a position of aloofness 
from social and political issues may necessitate a delay in intervention and realising the returns on 
investment.  
The key issues related to corporate outsider approaches to emerging economies, and the 
subsequent exposures of labour force exploitation, are covered from both sides of the spectrum by 
company marketing reports and investigative journalistic articles, as discussed above. However, the 
academic world does not appear to have followed suit in numbers and frequency: 
A review of published academic papers devoted to marketing in emerging economies shows a 
really limited number of articles; in the period 1986-2002, Pels and Brodie (2003) report the 
publication of only 50. In the following years several journals were established and special issues 
of existing periodicals published a focus on marketing in emerging economies, which boosted the 
number of articles to more than 250 by the end of 2015. Yet, on a comparative basis with papers 
on marketing in developed economies, this is still a very small number. (Marinov, 2017, p.2). 
Corporate social responsibility, and its impact on the market for education that is the key 
interest of this study, is one of those areas lacking in the canon of literature relating to outsider 
company engagement with Myanmar, probably because the development of domestic agendas leading 
to a form of democracy and positioning within a wider ASEAN economic community has yet to mature. 
However, there are two papers that reveal the polarity of outsider narratives, both of which cover the 
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area of extractive processes that are the more overt demonstrations of ‘scientific’ or, as I have heard the 
term anecdotally, ‘subversive’ economic colonialism. 
The first relates to the Chinese state-backed mining company, Myanmar Wanbao Mining Copper 
Limited, and its corporate social responsibility programme, especially the community engagement 
aspect. The author of the paper found that, whereas Myanmar Wanbao “actively and visibly tries to 
salvage its corporate image by establishing a number of public engagement channels and investing in 
community development projects” (Tang-Lee, 2016, p.29), public support for the project was not as 
easily forthcoming due to the lack of actual participation. The author suggested that “public 
participation in China is often found to be tokenistic, if implemented at all” and that “studies in the 
western mining industry find that most companies focus on risk mitigation and reputation management, 
rather than on the empowerment and rights-based approach to participatory development, where 
decision-making is retained within the company with no power devolution to the community.” (Tang-Lee, 
2016, p.30). Any consultation with local villagers impacted by the Myanmar Wanbao mining operations 
was, according to interviews Tang-Lee conducted in 2014, carried out by people with no decision-
making authority, resulting in the non-fulfillment of demands. I have observed similar cases and 
attitudes among the Aboriginal people of northern Australia subjected to the operations of mining 
companies that, despite the best intentions, perpetuate a culture of dissonance and distance, 
particularly when they withdraw from a region after extractive resources have been exhausted.  
The cynicism of civil society towards what are perceived as little more than public relations 
efforts is understandable but one argument would be that the imperative of corporations, set down in 
legal statute, is to return a profit and corporate social responsibility as a strategy only exists to achieve 
that end. There is no mention in Tang-Lee’s paper of training or skills development as a means of 
reinforcing community engagement and this leads once again, faced with the evidential plausibility of 
Studwell’s argument, and the case of the KFC skills training policy above, to the premise that training 
and skills development is only a proprietary requirement following employment. There does not seem to 
be any collaboration between Myanmar Wanbao and the Myanmar government on developing the 
required skills as part of an investment condition. The paper concludes: 
Development projects require a different set of skills from traditional public relations. It normally 
takes a development NGO years of experience and a ‘trial and error’ approach to understand 
how to design, implement, monitor and evaluate a program to cater to the needs of 
beneficiaries. As Wanbao has only recently started this function without any support from or 
partnership with an NGO, not to mention that it was started on the ground of damaged 
relationship with the communities. It is not surprising that there are many gaps, resentments, 
and much room for improvement. (Tang-Lee, 2016, p.32). 
The critical misunderstanding, in this case and in others such as experienced in the Aboriginal 
communities in the northern region of Australia, is of the strength and vitality of the bond between the 
people, the community and their land, for it is this that enables what they see as a ‘decent living’ rather 
than financial handouts or unwanted infrastructure. People in rural communities especially, and 
Myanmar is still predominantly a rural economy, understand the environmental problems imposed by 
extractive operations and, as seen later, this is also understood as the transition into urban 
environments takes place.  
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A counterpoint to the Myanmar Wanbao experience is the Yadana gas field and pipeline project. 
The Yadana Project is a joint Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), Total, a French oil and gas 
corporation, Unocal, a US corporation and Petroleum Authority of Thailand (PTT), exercise established in 
1992 to exploit the Yadana offshore oil field with an estimated life span of 30 years. It is not the oil field 
itself that is the subject of interest in this case, but the onshore pipeline corridor covering a zone that 
has an impact on 23 villages and roughly 40,000 people. At first, it was feared that the oil and gas 
consortium would be complicit at that time in the repression of populations, the distortion of human 
rights and unethical political and judicial processes through an association with the military regime in 
control of the country. However, the author of the paper that considers this suggests that “in an 
economy as destitute as that of Myanmar, Yadana ranks as a major investment project, and the national 
dimension certainly cannot be ignored. However, there is no substantiated claim in any critique that 
Myanmar’s military junta has been captured by Western oil interests. Indeed, even a cursory analysis of 
the balance of external influences on the regime would find that it is much more extensively under the 
sway of Chinese forces, both economic and political, than of any Western agent.” (Holliday, 2005, p.33).  
A distinctive feature of the Yadana project, in contrast to the Myanmar Wanbao issue, was that 
the contractors provided training and wages at around twice the daily rate found at that time in Yangon, 
with a socio-economic programme focused on health and education as priorities alongside economic 
development and infrastructure. Village liaison teams were formed, staffed wholly by Myanmar 
nationals, and the Total corporation itself committed to human rights under the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and the Charter of the International Labour Organisation agreements. This realisation on 
the part of Total reflects an understanding of social empowerment in the ‘value chain’ contribution to 
the economic imperative in a way that the KFC and Myanmar Wanbao examples above did not: 
Most fundamental is the core compensation package, in terms of take-home pay, plus basic 
working conditions. Clearly these should not fall to sweatshop levels, though there are strong 
arguments for holding that even mass production factory units are able to make a positive 
contribution to local welfare. Beyond pay and conditions, there are also possible add-on benefits 
such as training and education opportunities and healthcare facilities. As is increasingly being 
recognised, global corporations can make a critical contribution to advancing the cause of labour 
rights with development contexts by pushing compliance above local standards. (Holliday, 2005, 
p.40). 
 
The Yadana project, or ‘syndrome’ as Holliday describes, has become a benchmark for 
considering international corporate-outsider engagement in Myanmar and other emerging economies 
and target markets. The Yadana project has had some negative aspects but it is seen overall as a positive 
example of community engagement in that it addresses the fundamental issue of empowering 
individuals within an impacted community to address environmental and development concerns. 
Holliday concludes that the only feasible approach in Myanmar is collective responsibility on the part of 
the corporations, their supply chains, the government and the community. This means a kind of 
vocational education that is focused on social and environmental concerns around sustainability, not 
just proprietary training that satisfies short-term and individual corporate imperatives. 
4.4.3 Australian Government Perspective 
An Australian university response to the need for education in Myanmar necessarily sits within 
the context of the federal government perspective. That perspective, as mentioned in the Forward to 
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this study, has its own historical and cultural complexities, and is guided largely by pragmatism with an 
element of caution. Australia has resumed its seat, as from 1st January 2018, on the UN Human Rights 
Council and is building on its role as a peacekeeper in the region, for which it has some experience and 
credibility. During the 1980s Cambodia was embroiled in war, genocide and invasion with factionalised 
political groups each supported by their own international sponsors such as China, the U.S. and the 
Soviet Union. According to the Australian Strategic Policy Institute, Gareth Evans, Australia’s foreign 
minister at the time, positioned Australia as a middle player and international citizen, resulting in 
Australia leading the military forces as part of the United Nations Transitional Authority and subsequent 
oversight of the elections and pacification process (Kfir, 2019). Australia has also been instrumental in 
bringing peace to East Timor as leader of the International Force for East Timor (Interfet) that resulted in 
Indonesia recognising East Timorese independence in 1999, and Australia continued support of UN 
transit and administration operations until 2012 (RSL New South Wales, 2019). Through its position on 
the UN Human Rights Council, the Australian Mission to the UN has contributed to the dialogue around 
Myanmar with a statement condemning the atrocities committed in Rakhine, Shan and Kachin states, 
urging security, freedom of movement, pathways to citizenship, humanitarian access and media 
freedom, concluding: 
Australia recognises Myanmar is navigating complex political and developmental transitions. As 
a regional partner, we will continue to support Myanmar’s efforts toward full democracy and 
national peace and reconciliation, of which accountability will be an essential part. (Australian 
Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019a), (Australian Mission to the United 
Nations, 2018). 
Unfortunately, as previously mentioned, Myanmar does not feature in the White Paper on 
Australia in the Asian Century (Australian Government, 2012) and most engagement activities have been 
through the auspices of aid agencies and tentative trade delegations. However, the aid activity of the 
Australian government towards Myanmar is focused on education as a key driver towards development 
and the support of the gradual transition to a sustainable democracy. The three key objectives of the 
Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFaT) in this respect are (i) to enhance 
human development through quality education, gender equality and reduced inequalities in income and 
wealth distribution, (ii) to promote peace and stability, and (iii) to encourage inclusive economic growth 
(Australian Government, 2018). These objectives align with the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
related to reducing hunger, poverty and inequalities and to the development of decent work, industry 
innovation and quality education (Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
2019). The objective that relates most closely to the kind of education of interest to this study is the 
first, that of enhancing human development. 
Education accounts for just over 40 per cent of Australia’s bilateral assistance to Myanmar 
through scholarships under the Australian Awards Program. This includes initiatives such as 
decentralising funding to schools, which between 2014 and 2021 is aimed at providing educational 
opportunities for disadvantaged students and teacher mentoring, and supporting complementary 
education, including monastic schooling, to target the 600,000 children who have no access to 
government education, and the Myanmar Education Quality Improvement Program (My-EQIP) that has 
$20 million allocated for monitoring and evaluation between 2017 and 2020. Australia’s Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) allocation for Myanmar is $84 million for 2019-2020 (Australian 
Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019). 
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There is an intent on the part of the Australian government to maintain a form of engagement with 
Myanmar that is focused on education and training, even if this may extend to the exposure of military 
personnel towards what may be more ‘enlightened’ Australian values. If the aid programme supported 
by the Australian government includes the backing of Australian university professionals and students 
engaged in mentoring and mutual learning projects with individuals such as military personnel and 
former prisoners returning to civilian life, and all the cultural and re-training skills that that implies, then 
there is a potential for a shared university and government approach to be adopted. However, the 
sensitivities of that approach must be considered. 
4.5 Shared Narrative 
In her novel Have Fun In Burma, Rosalie Metro has the protagonist Adela, an American student 
on an internship program with a Burmese monastery (coincidentally, or maybe not, named ‘Yadana’ the 
same as the relatively enlightened resource exploration project described above), set up a Facebook 
page to record her thoughts and impressions. Adela elicits her secret lover, a young Burmese man living 
a fragile life as a former political prisoner, to translate her page into Burmese, resulting in unforeseen 
and unhappy consequences. (Metro, 2018). 
This is a literal ‘shared narrative’ between west and east that Metro, an anthropologist and 
academic at the College of Education at the University of Missouri-Columbia in the USA, uses as a device 
to illustrate a “critique of ‘voluntourism’ and humanitarian intervention into a young woman’s quest for 
connection across cultural boundaries” (Back-cover notes to Metro, 2018). Metro has researched and 
written extensively about curriculum development in Myanmar, citing difficulties in using consent forms 
for interviews with teachers, the sometimes excessive respect given to western qualifications, the 
consequences to locals in publishing work to which they have contributed, and what she maintains as 
the inevitable political nature of engagement, as well as the imbalance in perspective between western 
and Burmese participants. All of these challenges are worked through in the novel, a fictionalised 
account of a real concern in ‘thinking about ethics in Burma research’ (Brooten & Metro, 2014). Metro 
discusses, in her academic work, the challenge of conforming to a classicist ethnographic approach that 
seeks only the ‘objective’ truth as opposed to what she regards as the more valid ‘narrative’ truth of 
multiple realities and acknowledged biases of the researcher: 
Since the ethnographer is required to negotiate values very different from his own in a specific 
context within this world of material objects and spatial and temporal relations, he or she is 
equipped to learn these values and act according to them in the context of her unique research 
site. (Brooten & Metro, 2018, p.8) 
There is also, as discussed earlier in the introduction to this study, a dissonance or boundary 
being revealed between assumptions of the “we” and “they” that relates to the larger issue of reflexivity 
and informed consent that Metro explores, both in her novel (Adela’s boyfriend ‘consents’ to translate 
her writing but is culturally naive as to the extent and insidious capability of Facebook) and in her 
academic research. This suggests that obtaining consent may undervalue the creative power of 
relationships formed in the field, even admitting to be an ‘outlaw’ to the standard protocols of 
universities in seeking an ethical practice more ‘appropriate’ in subjective terms to the local 
environment and narrative: 
In other words, I am suggesting that researchers may want to develop different and / or 
additional measures that those their IRBs (institutional review boards) require, in order to 
82 
 
respect the face-to-face nature of consent. The specifics of those measures will depend on 
researchers’ particular situations and the priorities of the IRBs with which they are negotiating. 
(Metro, 2014, p.181). 
Face-to-face engagement as an end in itself has been explored by this author with respect to 
artist impressions and ‘over-the-shoulder’ interpretations (see Chapter 6.2), and a series of 
photographic essays by Tammy Law has drawn “on the ‘ordinariness’ of interactions across familial 
divisions,...combining portraits, images of everyday environments and a layering of projected imagery 
from the Thai-Burma border onto landscapes of resettled families, to form a narrative that comment on 
feelings of statelessness within the transnational mobility of the people involved” to offer “new ways to 
investigate lived experience and...provide nuanced understandings into the unspoken relationships 
between researcher and participant.” (Law, 2018, p.7). The key message that I believe can inferred from 
what Metro is proposing, in the context of this face-to-face narrative flux, is that the outcomes of 
research related to the design of educational curricula is subject to notions of individual identity, 
nationalism and even a form of syncretism where interventionist or colonialist powers may threaten 
common livelihoods and visions, however fragmented, of federated statehood as seen in Myanmar 
history and in the present day.  
For Metro, this is a fundamental and immediate issue in that she is a participant in the design 
and critique of Myanmar history textbooks. Just as the ‘Look and Learn’ magazines of my childhood 
evoked a sense of imperialist might and righteousness, so do Myanmar history textbooks, according to 
Metro “while paying lip service to diversity, ...attempt to monopolize and standardize the production of 
identity, and led to the ‘folklorization’ of ethnic difference within national identity.” (Salem-Gervais & 
Metro, 2012, p.52). Likewise, Sadan, in discussing the research challenges relating to educational needs 
in marginal areas of Myanmar, suggests that Myanmar’s education system “has been implicated in the 
production of armed ethnonationalist movements in quite complex ways that have changed over time, 
yet this issue is only peripherally in view” (Sadan, 2016, p.239). 
Metro addressed this issue of diverse and dissonant historical perspective through participant 
observation among migrant communities on the Thai-Burma border, concluding that a reconciliation of 
those perspectives needed to acknowledge suffering and the validity of individual subjectivity. This 
process took place by making use of what Metro calls ‘stepping stones,’ although they are not 
necessarily linear, through the hearing of narratives, an acceptance that other ways of seeing exist, 
empathy with other perspectives, allowing for the complexity of those perspectives, exposing and 
communicating those complexities, and the forming of cross-cultural relationships that reinforce and 
repeat the process. In this way, she “had the opportunity not only to describe conditions leading to 
reconciliation but also to try to create them. While some readers may suspect that my desire to promote 
reconciliation led me to see it where it did not exist, it is equally true that my accountability to my 
collaborators motivated me to be transparent about the difficulties we encountered.” (Metro, 2013, 
p.151).  
One of these difficulties was the stubbornness of perceived truth, almost a blind faith in one’s 
own version of history, that Metro encountered in her research with teachers (Metro, 2013, pp.155-
156). Metro illustrated this in her novel when Adela first tries to build empathy with the monks to whom 
she has been tasked to teach English. The issues of, firstly, access to history as well as to the belief 
system of an individual, and then the interpretation of what is accessed, are contentious and 
complicated by the legacy of colonisation and mistrust of outsiders. This is apart from the acknowledged 
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status of Rosalie Metro and her fictional alter-ego Adela as young women who “did not have the 
qualities of natural leadership in Burmese communities that were so important to the legitimacy of the 
process...therefore, I took different roles depending on the setting. Sometimes I played the traditional 
facilitator, sometimes I shared this responsibility with Burmese colleagues, and sometimes I stayed 
quiet.” (Metro, 2013, p.164). 
This reflexive questioning, and the encouragement of shared openness between teacher and 
student, where the teacher is as much a learner as the student, is embedded within the principle of 
critical thinking, and it is clear that Metro has addressed this aspect in developing history curriculum in 
Myanmar over several years. It is also addressed in a shared environment in the area of social work, 
initially by Haikin (2007) through the Curriculum Project that was set up in 2001 by the Burma Project 
Education Office, and by Costello (2008, 2015). The Curriculum Project became a team of local and 
expatriate educators working on the Thai-Burma border, in Haikin’s case with outcomes related to 
upper-secondary curriculum and, in Costello’s case, related to health worker capability. Haikin made it 
clear that the Curriculum Project represented a departure from traditional education practice in that it 
started with identifying needs and developed a ‘bottom-up’ approach to design, aligned to the principles 
outlined by Thein Lwin in his discussion on critical thinking in Burmese education (Haikin, 2007).  
Haikin concludes that critical thinking is a strong motivator in curriculum design, although the 
application of this is limited due to the participants having little experience or exposure to broader 
aspects of world affairs and concepts through communications technology or face-to-face encounter, a 
problem “stemming from their marginalised role as refugees.” (Haikin, 2007, p.139). Costello 
encountered a similar issue related to the “gap in health and community workers’ equitable access to 
education as a basic human right.” (Costello, 2008, p.9). The question that Costello addresses is similar 
to Metro and Haikin in that the social work program, or curriculum, to be designed needs to be 
“culturally sensitive, relevant and sustainable” and this was taken much further into a deeper exchange 
of knowledge and understandings, more so in fact because the interpretations of a translator had to be 
factored in to student and teacher understandings that contributed to the “co-construct(ion of) new 
meanings about people’s situations, thus embarking on a process of using critical thinking for social 
issues (and) the way for participants to identify the need to listen and witness stories of trauma, as a 
form of healing.” (Costello, 2008, p.9). 
The necessity for the above researchers to work at the ‘border’ of mainstream issues related to 
Burmese education and curricula, due to the difficulty and danger of access within what was, at the 
time, a repressive and highly volatile nationalistic environment, highlights the problem of drawing too 
broad a conclusion on approaches to education in Myanmar based on the effective marginalisation of 
the work conducted. However, as mentioned earlier, Dr. Thein Lwin began his RWCT programs at the 
border regions between Burma and Thailand, eventually becoming an advisor to the mainstream 
policies of the National League for Democracy (NLD) once they came to power in 2015. Likewise, the 
work of Dr. Cynthia at the Mae Tao Clinic, that led to the project offered to Susan Costello in social work 
education, became part of the larger policy making approach of the NLD. Costello was able to capitalise 
on the social work education, carried out on the borders at the behest of Dr. Cynthia, through 
collaborations with the University of Yangon, UNICEF and the Myanmar Department of Social Welfare to 
form a Social Work Education Technical Working Group and develop a Post-Graduate Diploma in Social 
Work. Costello and Aung recorded an update of activity at the time of a transition to democracy in 
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collaboration with a Myanmar social work consultant, but emphasised in conclusion this note of 
qualification: 
Western-educated social workers’ ideas and input are usually welcomed in Myanmar but are 
insufficient unless the educators are open to exchange, critique and a global perspective. With a 
critical appreciation of the contributions of Myanmar caring practices and consideration of 
lessons learned from the varied histories of Western social work and welfare, Myanmar social 
workers are well equipped to contribute to the nation’s responses to the country’s social 
problems. (Costello & Aung, 2015, p. 592). 
This initiative in the world of social work was able to contribute to a practical approach 
undertaken for UNESCO by an Australian university in 2013 which addressed the strengthening of 
business skills for youth employment in Myanmar with an emphasis on teacher development and 
curriculum design within a global and critical thinking environment, in other words, the world of work. 
4.6 Summary 
There are key insights to be derived from the introduction and literature review that address the 
research question and contribute to a choice of methodology. 
The motivating statement “we need the kind of education that will enable our people to earn a 
decent living for themselves,” expressed to an international audience, raises questions related to the 
right to respond, the boundaries within which a response can be designed, and the validity and efficacy 
of approach mechanisms and methods.  
Such a response relates to ways of seeing and differing and dissonant perspectives on what 
constitutes the ‘right understanding’ of the scenario under which the statement is made. An alignment 
of these perspectives and a shared approach is necessary to address a fragile and volatile scenario 
where questions of identity, typology and sustainability are revealed: who is ‘we’ and ‘our people,’ what 
‘kind’ of education is appropriate, and what is meant by a ‘decent living’? 
In exploring these questions I found a strong nationalist streak in Myanmar thinking that resists 
foreign incursion and is distracted by the imperative of unity, stability and security as priorities that can 
act as barriers to the acceptance of new ideas and alternative methodologies. The generic literature on 
education in the southeast Asia region and other emerging societies pre-2012 revealed a strong western 
bias and it would be necessary to look to the Asia as Method principles to find a counter to this. 
The Buddhist / Burmese narrative admits to an element of self-censorship and is largely 
prescriptive in nature, perhaps still subjugated to constraints that do not yet allow a sense of ‘freedom 
from fear’ and there is a need to acknowledge that education can be used both as a force for tyranny as 
for liberation. The alignment of education and social philosophy is clear in the Buddhist canon, as is a 
focus on the individual, the importance of critical thinking and argumentation, and the symbiosis 
between the sangha and localised vocational education, signalling an understanding of education as a 
force for and as sustainability. 
But this does not seem to be so readily embraced within the official Myanmar government 
policy that is articulated in the National Education Strategic Plan 2016-21 and the Myanmar 
Sustainability Development Plan 2018-2030 that are concerned as much with nation-building as with 
individual attainment. Some Burmese commentaries continue to betray some cynicism of the Myanmar 
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education system, maintaining that little has changed. Alternative forms of education are acknowledged 
but context is important, and education must be aligned to economic performance, which is perhaps 
why the government approach appeals to the private sector.  
From an outsider perspective, NGOs and universities, however justified their intentions, find 
difficulty in matching capacity to the challenge, not surprising given the degradation of the university 
system in Myanmar over the last five decades. The achievement of the Millenial Development Goals is 
hampered by the continuation of internal conflicts. The corporate sector sees a potential for strong 
economic growth in Myanmar, especially as it is integrated within the ASEAN framework that could ‘rise 
all boats on a high tide’ of growth and foreign direct investment. But the growth is predicated upon 
adequate skills, efficient supply chains and ethical corporate diligence, elements that, as is shown in the 
case of KFC, remain problematic. There is a danger, too, that economic growth is pursued as an end in 
itself, a corporate imperative after all, without consideration towards any aspect of sustainability. In 
this, it is likely that the market will decide, and Porter’s ideas on the competitiveness of nations, will 
perhaps force the game: the contrasting cases of resistance to the China-backed Myanmar Wanbao 
Copper Limited project and the reconciliation of social and economic programmes in the Yadana project 
are indicative of how a sustainability strategy can win out in the end. 
The reconciliation of perspectives is a characteristic of the shared narrative, which I have 
confined to papers relating to the development of curriculum, and the message is clear in that sensitive 
and sustainable approaches, open to exchange, honest critique and global points of view, are 
paramount. These approaches seek out ‘narrative truth’ and expose the limitations of policy operating 
at ground level among the everyday lives of the people. This has implications for the capacity for reform, 
an issue supported by OECD reports that highlight key factors such as digitalisation and the 
pervasiveness of the informal economy. These trends can enable unconventional ‘leapfrog’ activities 
related to education and health at local level, but the reality suggests that these are the very areas that 
are sacrificed in the ‘coping strategies’ of families and individuals whose aim it is to just get through the 
day. 
These narratives sit within a TVET context that exposes the skill gaps, particularly in teacher-
training deficiencies, and the problems of complexity, capacity and capability that are associated with 
the role of educational theory and practice being directed more towards what Pavlova (2009b) terms 
social reproduction rather than transformation. Adopting an approach for educational institutions away 
from a machine-like metaphor towards a living organism metaphor provides a clue as to the choice of 
methodology with which to address the research question. 
This literature review has gone beyond academic papers and has drawn upon novels, corporate 
reports, government papers and even art to illustrate the complexity of the Myanmar vocational 
education space and the challenge in finding an appropriate response mechanism from an outsider 
perspective. In summary, there are key terms and concepts revealed through the literature review 
process that have a bearing on the formulation of a methodology with which to address the research 
question. These concepts are: 
● Sustainability – the ability of any solution or framework to satisfy long-term aspirations in terms 
of feasibility, strategic alignment and viability 
● Informality – recognising the flexibility of labour relations and networks 
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● Critical thinking – having the capacity and the capability to harness argumentation and multiple 
perspectives in addressing problems 
● Empowerment – the determination that positive social change leading to enhanced well-being 
and opportunities to secure a decent living are embedded in response options 
● Urbanisation – recognising that the transition from rural to urban environments is part of the 
process of economic growth and achieving a status of national competitive advantage, at least 
under current measures and models 
● Climate change – recognising the vulnerability of Myanmar in particular to factors associated 
with water access and security, urban infrastructure performance efficiencies and resilience 
● Everyday life – acknowledging the ground-truth of people’s experience and coping strategies 
required to enable day-to-day survival in a volatile socio-economic and geo-political 
environment. 
All of these concepts and factors have relevance within an overriding need for vocational education. 
Specifically, the literature suggests that coordinated planning between government, local industry and 
public and private TVET providers, and the implementation of facilities and infrastructure within a 
robust governance and policy framework, are necessary to address the wider issues of labour market 
dynamics and potential foreign direct investment in Southeast Asia region. A focus on vocational 
pedagogy with career paths for TVET teachers is also recognised as critical. The next chapter will outline 
the methodology considered and chosen with which to address these issues within the context of the 
motivating statement and research question. 
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PART TWO – ALIGNMENT 
According to the science of cybernetics, which deals with the topic of control in every kind of system 
(mechanical, electronic, biological, human, economic, and so on) there is a natural law that governs the 
capacity of a control system to work. It says that the control must be capable of generating as much 
“variety” as the situation to be controlled.  Anthony Stafford Beer (1968, p.37) 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 5 - METHODOLOGY 
The methodology for this thesis is tasked with finding a valid, effective and sustainable approach 
towards addressing the question of how an Australian university responds to the statement that the 
people of Myanmar need the kind of education that will enable them to earn a decent living for 
themselves. 
The introduction has identified questions of identity, typology and interpretations of what 
constitutes a decent living, leading to an exploration of issues of ethics and sustainability. The literature 
review focused on generic attitudes to education pre-2012 and the TVET context in Asia and Myanmar 
post-2012. It then explored insider, outsider and shared perspectives on how to approach the issue of 
education in Myanmar, and determined a number of key concepts and factors that need to be 
considered, namely: sustainability, critical thinking, empowerment, climate change, everyday life and, 
access, or the lack of it, to those everyday lives and regulatory forces that constrain the potential for 
release from a pre-ordained environmental, political, social and economic determinism. 
The above listing is by no means a comprehensive summation of the entire set of challenges and 
issues facing the researcher in finding a response mechanism, therefore it is also important to reiterate 
the scope of this enquiry as limited to that of an Australian university working in a vocational space 
related to the world of work in a southeast Asian environment. Firstly it is necessary to identify the 
problem that the issues addressed in the introduction and literature review present and align the 
capacity and capabilities of the university to that problem. 
Early in Rosalie Metro’s novel Adela receives a book from an American friend inscribed with the 
note “Burma is complicated. Have fun.” Later, when she leaves Myanmar, under a cloud and while 
waiting for the immigration police to take her away, her agent tells her “Listen, I’m in Myanmar because 
I want to be. And I try to do my job as best I can. But there will always be things I can’t 
understand...Other foreigners have certainly had more of an impact and gotten away with it, but I guess 
you stepped on someone’s toes. Probably just bad luck. Sometimes their decisions seem quite random.” 
(Metro, 2018, pp. 212-213). The irony behind Metro’s title for the novel Have Fun In Burma is not lost, 
coming from an academic educational anthropologist, and sits alongside Sawangwongse Yawnghwe’s 
artwork Peace Industrial Complex as a figurative depiction of complexity, or “a schematic of confusion 
masquerading as certainty.” (Mathieson, 2018, p. 24).  
However, I would argue that the literature review and attitudes considered in the introduction 
to this study reveal a more longitudinal and deeper problematic than can be illustrated in a single 
person’s narrative experience or schematic artwork. There are questions of access to knowledge and 
truth, alignments of capacity and the dynamics of everyday life and coping strategies, that suggest a 
‘messy’ scenario. The dynamics involved in transitioning from a dictatorship to a democracy, from a 
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rural to an urban economy and lifestyle, from a civil war scenario to one of federated peace, from 
informal to more formal and unionised labour market, and from a rote-centric educational system to 
one that accommodates critical thinking, not to mention the impacts of climate change in a highly 
volatile and risk-exposed environment, all point towards a picture that can not be defined by traditional 
and more structured forms of analysis. 
‘Messy’ is a concept that has representation in a range of disciplines including the statistical 
analysis of ‘messy’ data (Milliken & Johnson, 1989), international joint venture management (Parkhe, 
1993), landscape ecosystems (Nassauer, 1995), children’s voices (Elden, 2013), the economics of 
environmental commodities markets (McCann, 1996), marketing management (Kotler, 2009), the 
figurational perspective of sociology and the work of Norbert Elias (Bloyce, 2004), and, not surprisingly, 
how people organise their desks (Malone, 1983). Jane Jacobs attributed the decline of Manchester 
following the peak of the industrial revolution in nineteenth century England to a constraining and 
limited one-dimensional structural economy in contrast to its rival Birmingham that succeeded due to its 
more organic evolution as a more diverse and ‘messy’ city (Jacobs, 1969). This idea led to a body of work 
that celebrated the global city as host to intellectual hubs and networks (Florida, 2008) and the source 
of happiness and well-being (Glaeser, 2012), as well as echoing the notion “that more effective ways of 
getting things done are more likely to emerge if we accept and use in a positive way that fact that cities 
are intrinsically messy places.” (Monchaux, 1989, p. 36). 
But it is not just an arrival at an acceptance of the intrinsic ‘messiness’ of Myanmar that defines 
the problematic. As the example of Birmingham with its diverse range of small-scale manufacturing from 
guns and jewellery to bicycles as against the large-scale mono industry of cotton in Manchester shows, 
messiness in itself can be a highly successful attribute, as I will discuss later in relation to the city of 
Yangon. The problem is in the response. How does an Australian university respond to the need for the 
kind of education that will enable social and economic empowerment in Myanmar within this messy 
environment? 
5.1 Methodological Framework 
To address this problem I use a qualitative interpretative methodology, based on a critical 
systems thinking approach derived from my own experience and formative studies, and an institutional 
ethnographic framework for enquiry (Tummons, 2018). I discuss the validity of institutional ethnography 
in the context of the research question and its alignment with the expressed need for a kind of 
education in Myanmar, and harness a viable systems model to craft a possible response strategy. 
One of the key elements in institutional ethnography (IE) is the principle of standpoint and I 
consider this both from my own position as a researcher and from the perspective of an Australian 
university institution. This acknowledges a degree of participant observation which will have a bearing 
on the interpretation of knowledge and data. Therefore the reflective aspect of IE is important in this 
case and I discuss how this has an impact on both the choice of methodology and the options for action 
that follow. 
Having established the validity of IE from an interpretation of the literature review and reflective 
observation I then put it into practice through an examination of textual material related to the strategic 
choices of an Australian university towards Myanmar and other remote and emerging markets followed 
by a consideration as to how this aligns with actual and people-centred experience. The experiential 
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data has been gathered through interviews, informal conversations, observations and interpretations 
that result from an embedded role in a university environment.  
I have attended three conferences as follows: (i) the Myanmar Urban Development Conference 
in Yangon in 2014 where I presented a paper Embarking on a Heritage-Led Regeneration Journey 
(Andrews K., 2014), (ii) the Millenium Development Goals Conference in association with the Australia 
Myanmar Institute at Yangon University in 2015, where I presented a paper The Value of a Vocation 
(Andrews K. , 2015) and (iii) the Living With Myanmar Conference at Australia National University in 
Canberra in March 2019.  
I have also drawn upon proceedings from other conferences, most notably the Regional TVET 
Conference held in Nay Pyi Taw in June 2017 and the International Conference on The Role of Heritage 
in the Sustainable Development of Yangon held in Yangon in January 2015. These sources have been 
supplemented by my membership of the Australia Myanmar Institute and attendance at a number of 
Melbourne workshops and presentations. I have also attended an event in Sydney, Australia, in 
November 2013 at which I was able to directly converse with Aung San Suu Kyi on the subject of 
Australian university support for education development in Myanmar, and have been a member of a 
vocational college and university panel to meet with the Myanmar Minister of Industry in Melbourne on 
two occasions.  
Conversations with colleagues and executives within Australian universities and my own 
university have been ongoing for the duration of this research study as part of my role in industry and 
community engagement responsible for the development of remote and emerging markets including 
the Northern Territory of Australia and Southeast Asia. This means that there is a great deal of non-
formal communication and argumentation around the question of responding to a scenario in Myanmar 
that I have attempted to integrate within the methodology of this study. As a result, the data for this 
study comprises a mix of formal, informal, professional, written, vernacular and reflective material that 
contributes to the institutional ethnography. My aim has been to consolidate this data and knowledge 
to reveal specific lenses through which a plan of engagement can be formulated and eventually 
implemented resulting in viable, feasible and sustainable educational outcomes. 
The underpinning theory that supports this approach was developed in the early 1980s by 
Dorothy E. Smith who sought a collaborative, organic and alternative sociology through an examination 
of work processes and activities, and how they were grounded in or aligned to informal human 
networks. These networks were considered in a Marxist sense, that is, through work relations, not 
social, and subject to a dynamic driven by the institution, not by the individual (Devault, 2006). Most of 
Smith’s work related to institutional practice and relations in the worlds of nursing and social work, and 
there has been little written on this subject in the educational or university institution space. This thesis 
attempts to redress that limitation.  
5.2 Reflective Standpoint 
The first stage in an institutional ethnographic enquiry is the reflective standpoint (Fook, 1996). 
Fook defines a reflective approach as acknowledging that theory is implicit in a person’s actions that 
may not be in alignment with standard or accepted theoretical assumptions upon which they believe 
they are acting, in other words there is a dissonance between what is articulated and what may be 
intuitively undertaken in a research environment: 
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This recognition that situations can often not be controlled is related to an acknowledgment that 
no one universal or unified framework can be regarded as relevant for all situations, but that in 
any one situation, any number of perspectives might legitimately apply. It is important, then, to 
recognise that an understanding of any situation must be based on an appreciation of the 
context, and also of the different and possibly competing perspectives which might be involved 
in interpreting the situation. Any one interpretation of a situation, in this sense, is only one 
perspective on a situation and, as such, remains at the level of an interpretation of ‘reality’ 
rather than ‘reality’ itself. A reflective approach in this sense recognises that ‘reality’ merely 
consists of the extent and ways in which different players share an understanding of the 
situation.  (Fook, 1996, p.4). 
I have outlined how this concept of alternative realities was addressed by Metro, Reagan and 
others in Chapter 4. It is also important to identify my own relation to the inquiry especially having 
identified a ‘messy’ scenario. The interpretation of circumstances and literature is contingent on where I 
stand in terms of what I know through study and experience and how I claim to know, recognising that 
no one individual can claim complete, objective knowledge (Reid, 2017). Therefore what follows is an 
explanation by means of an exploration into how I came to adopt a particular standpoint in relation to 
Myanmar and the validity and effectiveness of an Australian university response. 
5.2.1 Personal Perspective 
A schooling based on classical and imperial western dogma, albeit with a nonconformist radical 
streak, at a ‘Royal’ institution has already been disclosed. It was university, however, that proved the 
catalyst for my coalescent way of management and academic thinking. The University of Hull in the UK 
sits within a city that fostered a robust radical tradition from Andrew Marvell, the 17th century 
metaphysical poet and republican member of parliament, to William Wilberforce, the architect of the 
Slavery Abolition Act of 1883, and a fiercely independent and defiant population that expressed its 
belligerence towards a London-centric political and economic landscape by voting overwhelmingly to 
exit the European Union in the 2016 referendum. 
During the 1970s I studied sociology and social anthropology at Hull under the tutelage of 
Professor Valdo Pons, an urban sociologist aligned with the Marxist approach of Manuel Castells to 
urban questions of political intervention, the interdependence between individuals and their 
environment, and the principle of centralised functions (Castells, 1977). At that time, Pons could discern 
no well-defined problem areas within the field of urban research apart from rival viewpoints on issues of 
population growth, rural to urban migration, class structures and the labour market. He pointed out that 
issues of decolonisation, the restructuring of economies and struggles for national independence, that 
have their origins in the 1950s and 1960s, were still only “dimly perceived.” (Pons, 1980). But the 1970s 
was a time of radical change in the approach towards urban sociology in particular, building on the 
philosophies of Marx, Durkheim, Weber and Bourdieu to investigate the science of institutions, 
collective behaviours, cultural influences, multiple and environmental causation, schemes of perception 
and the nature of corporeal power.  
Professor Valdo Pons advocated the “simultaneous application of interrelated models of analysis 
which will allow us to take account of an increasing number of dimensions in urban behaviour.” (Pons, 
1969, p. 271). This inspired my student friend and I to undertake field research in the fish docklands of 
Hull. This field research followed an incident in which a child was knocked down by a large truck 
91 
 
attempting to use backstreets as a rat-run to avoid main road restrictions – as a student resident and 
working part-time in the area I took on the interviews and conversations with the women who had 
blockaded the street with a makeshift ‘village’ of sofas and tables and chairs while my friend 
investigated the ‘spaghetti’ of council authorities responsible for fixing the problem. The dissonance 
between the cultural perceptions of the working wives and girlfriends of deep-sea trawlermen and the 
officialdom of local councillors, as well as the motivations of the truck company and its drivers, revealed 
elements of social action theory, structural functionalism and cultural values. These were addressed, in 
academia, by the likes of Talcott Parsons, Norbert Elias and the systems theory of Norbert Weiner, and 
in the popular canon at that time by Fox and Tiger’s Men In Groups (1969), Herbert Marcuse’s One 
Dimensional Man (1964), Robert Australia’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (1974), and 
John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (1972), all of which are ‘culture-bearing’ works.9 
I took this academic experience into the corporate world, where I developed a management 
career operating, albeit uncomfortably, as a ‘tempered radical’ (Meyerson, 2003) with Australian, 
Japanese, German and American companies in the technologically-volatile graphics and newspaper 
printing industry. I attended high-level conferences and meetings in Tokyo, Munich, London and New 
York head offices, all rich sources of organisational, political and cultural dynamics. A critical moment 
took place when, as a representative of a Japanese technology company, I attended a meeting with 
Rupert Murdoch’s deputy in ‘Fortress Wapping,’ the new newspaper printing facility in London that 
stood as a symbol of anti-union corporate ‘progress,’ and the next day met with Brenda Dean, the 
formidable general secretary of the print union that stood up for their jobs in the face of 
transformational and institutionalised technology. It was revealing to observe the loyalties, factionalism 
and the human distress that this kind of encounter generated, especially when having to explain to 
Brenda Dean how a single piece of technology could do the work of six people.  
By the mid-1990s my university in Hull had evolved on the backs of Marx, Elias and Weiner to 
develop a specialisation in critical systems thinking that pushed aside the ‘hard systems’ cybernetic 
thinking of the 1950s and 1960s, and even the ‘soft systems’ qualitative paradigm of the 1970s and 
1980s. There was now a recognition that organisations are too complicated to understand using one 
management model, and problems too complex to tackle with a single ‘quick fix.’ A critically reflective 
complement to systems thinking was required, something that I like to think Valdo Pons, and my field-
research friend and I, had been prescient enough to notice back in 1974 at the height of the cold war 
when the loss of the super-trawler Gaul in the Arctic Ocean near Russia devastated and scarred forever 
the Hull deep-sea fishing community, not least in their visceral response to the mendacity of authority 
that was brought out much later, as mentioned above, in the 2016 referendum. My experiences in the 
city of Hull were truly ‘messy’ urban social scenarios. 
Critical Systems Thinking, and its more pragmatic version, Total Systems Intervention, developed 
and articulated by Robert Flood and Mike Jackson (Flood & Jackson, 1991) lay at the core of the Distance 
MBA I completed with the University of Hull while heading towards the peak of my corporate career in 
Australia. This used systems metaphors, the ‘meta’ systems of systems methodologies and individual 
systems thinking in a cycle of practical action, learning and theoretically-guided interventions to 
                                                          
9 The term ‘culture-bearing’ comes from the Swedish word kulturbärer. Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 
Maintenance, by its author’s own admission (Pirsig, 2004 edition, p.394), is a culture-bearing book that, 
regardless of its literary value, resonates with a generation and becomes a classic representation of a set of 
values. Some films, artworks and plays perform the same function. 
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understand organisations and their issues. The Viable Systems Model, inspired by the cybernetic 
principles of Norbert Weiner and developed by Stafford Beer (Beer, Cybernetics and Management, 
1969; Beer, The Brain of the Firm, 1972; Beer, The Heart of the Enterprise, 1979), was applied by Robert 
Flood at the University of Hull (Flood & Carson, 1993) and served as a reference for me in understanding 
the relationship of complex corporate organisations with their complex environments. For example, in 
the need to transition from analogue to digital technology business models the major metropolitan 
newspapers have achieved varying degrees of success, and some technology providers like Canon, 
through an ‘east-west’ strategic approach, have made the transition (Nihon Keizai Shimbun Inc., 2004), 
whereas others in the same industry, such as Kodak, have not (Barabba, 2011). Luckily, I was part of this 
transition on the Canon side, and the Viable Systems Model remains relevant to the adaptation of 
universities of which I am now a participant. 
Meanwhile, the vision of Valdo Pons had crystallised into the University of Hull Centre for 
Systems Studies, founded on the principle that “the interplay of social, technological, environmental and 
geo-political factors confronts decision makers with unprecedented complexity” and there is a “challenge 
to develop new concepts and methodological approaches to address that complexity.” (Centre for 
Systems Studies, 2019). As a dual alumnus of the Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology at 
Hull that created this Centre I have tended to draw upon its principles and philosophy in operating 
within and engaging with business, social, political, technological and environmental ecosystems, in 
particular the interest in seeking to anticipate the often unintended consequences of interventions, and 
strategies for innovation, resilience and sustainability. One of the principal aims of the Centre is to 
support the drive towards positive peace in the context of the UN Sustainable Development Goals and 
social enterprise education, and this aspect contributes to my standpoint in regards to this study. 
5.3 Critical Systems Thinking 
Critical Systems Thinking and Total Systems Intervention developed into Critical Systems 
Practice (CSP) which has four phases: creativity, choice, implementation and reflection (Jackson, 2010). 
The aim of CSP is to start from a broad perspective and gradually narrow down to the most critical 
problem aspects of an organisation, thereby placing those problems into the context of a larger system. 
This is the rationale for the study of history, culture and the broader aspects of a society when 
addressing a problem that, on the face of it, relates to vocational education, as in the case of Myanmar. 
All those disciplines, including philosophy and education itself, sit within a framework of system 
dynamics that range from hard and simple paradigms to soft and complex systems that are analogous 
to, respectively, machines and human bodies. They have their place in unitary environments, such as a 
production line or process activity in a factory, and in pluralist environments, such as the urban socio-
economic landscape of Yangon. In the case of Myanmar, and other historically oppressive societies, 
there is also the potential to explore emancipatory systems thinking within coercive environments and 
this paradigm certainly fits within the overall framework that describes the development of applied 
systems thinking, or CSP, in dealing with complexity (Jackson, 2010). This will be applied in the context 
of ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ heritage in the city of Yangon. 
The emancipatory role of Critical Systems Thinking is discussed by Midgley in terms of it being “a 
new paradigm differing from both positivist and interpretive viewpoints in its assertion that research 
should be emancipatory” (Midgley, 2000, p.229). Midgley continues: “it is the explicit focus on the 
ideology of the individual researcher in determining methodology choice and influencing outcome that 
defines critical systems” (Midgley, 2000, p.229) and offers a problem prevention and problem-solving 
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interventionist approach which he refers to as a Buddhist Systems Methodology (Midgley, 2007), a 
standpoint that seems particularly apt in this thesis scenario. Critical systems thinking has drawn upon a 
diverse range of paradigms to allow for a flexible and more effective systems practice rather than 
adherence to a single overriding methodological approach. Midgley recognised that this approach has 
parallels with the Buddhist philosophy of trying to find a middle path that accommodates differing 
perspectives and understandings. Furthermore, it builds upon the total systems intervention approach 
developed by Flood and Jackson (1991) and the four principles of being systemic, achieving meaningful 
participation, being reflective and enhancing human freedom (Midgley, 2007).  
The connection between Buddhism and systemic intervention is important in that it allows for 
the role of a change agent: 
It should be clear…that the change agent (whether defined as a practitioner, a participative 
group, or in any other way) is pivotal in systemic intervention. It is the agent who undertakes 
boundary critique, chooses methods and works towards improvement. Self-reflection on the part 
of the agent, especially in the light of power relations and ideologies in wider society, is therefore 
crucial. (Midgley, 2007 p.200) 
The emphasis of a Buddhist systems methodology is on reflection, both in terms of the self-
reflection on the part of the agent and on reflection of its use. This means that a further emphasis is on 
detailing recommendations for improvement rather than the taking of action. Midgley explains this by 
suggesting that recommendations are proposals for action that can be subjected to critical analysis using 
Buddhist concepts in ways that the consequences of action cannot (Midgley, 2007). The attraction of 
this approach in the context of my standpoint is that it acknowledges that the quest for what Midgley 
refers to as the ‘right view’ “involves the critique of purely selfish attitudes and drives, so it can enable 
greater openness to the viewpoints of others.” (Midgley, 2007, p. 202). This is just one of the elements of 
the Buddhist eightfold noble path that also includes right thinking, right speech, right action, right living, 
right endeavour, right memory and right meditation (Midgley, 2007). But it is the right ‘view’ or way of 
seeing and understanding that is the most interesting as a methodological concept and reminds us of 
Thant Myint U’s question as to whether we are looking at Myanmar in the ‘right’ way. 
My personal journey towards Myanmar therefore has followed a trajectory from the corporate 
space to education, joining the university sector to teach at vocational and post-graduate level, manage 
programs, business development and industry and community engagement. Part of this work has 
involved six years of engagement with Aboriginal primary health care providers in the Northern Territory 
of Australia where the social determinants of extreme levels of stress and complexity have been well 
documented (Burbank V., 2011). Here, a term such as ‘intervention’ would not be well received, 
although virtually all of the above concepts listed above have been harnessed in a variety of shared 
engagements with Aboriginal communities and organisations, most pertinently in the kind of field 
research that I conducted on the streets of the Hull fish docks in the 1970s. This comprised a ground-
level discourse with families and a cultural community set against an ethnography of government 
officialdom and corporate imperatives. It was also impacted by the tyranny of distance, the complexity 
of diversity, challenges of mobility, access, long-term strategic planning, and the problem of how to 
escape from the social, economic and political determinants of poor health, poverty and subjugation. 
Thawnghmung (2019) has exposed this dissonance between the reality of street life and the perceptions 
derived from textual or observational analysis in the Myanmar context. 
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In summary, my standpoint is that of an Anglo-Australian, urban sociologist with a critical 
systems thinking background, having operated as a tempered radical in culturally diverse corporate 
organisations and established empathetic professional relations with indigenous communities in remote 
and emerging markets, whilst maintaining an engagement role in a western-centric Australian university 
environment. Such a complexity conforms to Stafford Beer’s principle quoted at the start of this chapter. 
5.4 Institutional Ethnography 
The focus of this study is on the institution, specifically an Australian university and how it 
responds to a Myanmar scenario. Whereas the primary focus for the purpose of the study is on an 
academic institution it is envisaged that this will have relevance and application in the corporate world 
where organisations are also needing to address issues of engagement, normally under corporate social 
responsibility guidelines, with remote, emerging and ‘unfamiliar’ markets. As referred to earlier, there 
are few studies that focus on engagement strategies with emerging economies (Marinov, 2017) and this 
study seeks to redress that gap. 
Also, the methodology or framework of institutional ethnography (IE) needs to be brought up to 
date, especially with regards to higher educational institutions. Dorothy Smith has questioned how 
institutions can be made ethnographically accessible and discusses the role of texts that literally spell 
out the ‘ruling relations’ of institutional everyday worlds, highlighting a problem that these texts are 
‘inert.’ That is, it is possible to respond to what they say but not to their occurrence in time and place 
(Smith D. E., 2005). Smith wrote her work in the time before the prevalence of social media, document 
sharing and real-time editing on-line, meaning that the rules of accessibility have fundamentally 
changed. This does not change, however, the power dynamic that exists between the ‘corporate’ brand 
or message and the perceptions that make up the realities of the people that are both subject-to and 
delivering that message. 
According to Smith, there are two aspects of institutional experience: the social and conceptual 
‘relations of ruling’ and the awareness by people of the work that they do within the institution (Smith 
D. E., 2005). This duality is based on the Marxist principle that there is a dialectic between everyday 
experience and thought, and that “workers develop a deeper understanding of how society works since 
they are subject to the forces of subordination that the privileged do not.” (Reid, 2017, p.90). Reid 
illustrated this in the educational context of a primary school where what he referred to as regulatory 
‘boss’ texts were at the core of the dissonance between teachers and the school inspector from the 
Office for Standard in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted). In that case study the teachers, 
on receipt of a poor report in spite of a general regard as being a ‘good school,’ were unanimous in 
raising the question of ‘how to get out of this place?’ (Reid, 2017). Clearly, there was a sense that the 
texts had greater authority than the vernacular experience, and the only way to respond to their 
meaning was to exit from the environment. 
Fairclough (2003) maintains that there are three major types of meaning within texts, derived 
from Foucalt and based upon (i) representation, which is to do with knowledge and control over things, 
(ii) action, which is to do with relations with others and power, and (iii) identification, which is to do with 
relations with oneself and ethics. All three of these aspects are connected in a dialectic that is enhanced 
by introducing the Bourdieu concept of ‘habitus’ whereby a person involved in an event is brought into 
the textual context in a way that “what is ‘said’ in a text always rests upon ‘unsaid’ assumptions, so part 
of the analysis of texts is trying to identify what is assumed.” (Fairclough, 2003, p.11). Institutional 
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ethnography, then, is designed to reveal the organising power of texts by starting with an embodied 
experience and seeing how practices within an organisation, not just individual behaviour, reveal ‘ruling 
relations,’ ‘regimes’ and ‘molds’ that show how inequality arises, and ‘maps’ to help navigate political 
and cultural hierarchies and structures (Devault, 2006). Smith focused on gender issues and the 
subjugation of women to standardised child rearing practice but was prescient in pointing to meta-
discourses, and the interests that fund and support them, in intellectual institutions. An example would 
be universities that are now under the same kind of management regimes that arose with the 
development of corporate capitalism where “clients and front-line workers are caught up in a web of 
conceptually-ordered practices linked to ruling interests” and that these tangled webs are weaved 
together in “the shared ontology of institutional ethnography, grounded in a commitment to look for 
people at work doing ruling and an understanding that we are investigating a historically specific, 
material complex of activity.” (Devault, 2006, p.296). 
Institutional ethnography is relevant to a university scenario where questions arise, as with this 
study, into the appropriateness and efficacy of approaches to global remote and emerging markets as a 
result of a more commercially oriented imperative. Tummons (2018) explains that institutional 
ethnography is focused on ‘local’ experience and how that is linked to the translocal, that is, spaces 
outside the physical, geographical and intellectual boundaries of the institution. Institutional 
ethnography seeks to make sense of the relations between the local and the translocal that are 
mediated by texts and documents that, in the case of a university, form part of the basis of its rationale 
for existence – universities are still rated on the volume and quality of their publications output. The 
way that a university, for example, ‘pitches’ those texts, including academic output as well as corporate 
strategic documentation, may have a characteristic that conforms to the idea of text as “conventionally 
regulated practices of language that formulate and recognise objects of knowledge” (Smith D. E., 2005, 
p. 224). According to Smith, texts are embedded as part of social relations that extend beyond the reach 
of the individual to organisational systemic relations in a Marxist sense and thus are part of a 
sociological dynamic aimed at equipping the participants within those systems with the awareness, if 
not the tools and mechanisms, that lead to change or resistance (Smith, D.E., 2005).  
The next step, and one that relates to the critical systems methodology that is present in my 
standpoint discussed earlier, is the concept of Critical Discourse Analysis in which texts, and verbal, 
written and tacit conversations around those texts, are included in the activities of the people who 
produce them. This is one of the key functions of a university. However, this role of free-flowing 
intellectual discourse is under threat, hence the importance of addressing the ruling relations of text-
based mandated policy in the day-to-day activities of university staff. This suggests Fullan’s assertion 
that ‘you can’t mandate what matters’ (Fullan, 2011) and the familiar refrain of institutional staff of ‘this 
is how things get down round here’ as ways of, not resisting, but adapting to prescribed forms of 
behaviour.  
Peacock (2018) has utilised Critical Discourse Analysis to locate the problem of ruling relations 
between staff activity and institutional policy in an Australian university (which he names generically as 
‘McIlwraith University’) where a funding programme needed to be coordinated and standardised 
through texts to accommodate the inclusion of lower socio-economic student cohorts The way ‘things 
get done’ had to be aligned with the strategic interests of the institution to enable continuity and 
change to take place at both the structural and the strategic, or abstract, level that goes beyond texts 
(Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Fairclough N., 2003). 
96 
 
Whereas Peacock’s study was based on the alignment of understandings applied to a student 
equity programme, there has been little use of an institutional ethnographic approach towards 
examining the issue of equity and marginalisation of staff in a university environment, let alone how 
that may impact on globalisation activity and engagement in unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets. 
Parson (2018) maintains that institutional ethnography has not been used to explore higher education 
because that environment remains framed as a white, male, middle-class structure that perhaps would 
not be in tune with the original precept of Dorothy Smith’s feminist, Marxist perspective. But the 
possibility remains that individuals, such as international students or those of lower socio-economic 
status, can be marginalised or challenged by tertiary educational institutions, and that the institution 
might be responsible for creating a climate that isolates or is unreceptive to both student and staff 
concerns (Parson, 2018).  
Parson is adopting a feminist standpoint and using a critical lens to address the marginalised 
position of women in science, technology, engineering and mathematical (STEM) disciplines, and how 
translocal practices are coordinated from an institutional level, in other words, a bottom-up approach 
from the individual standpoint. However, it is the purpose of this study to explore the validity of an 
institutional ethnographic approach from the perspective of an Australian university and its relations, 
expressed through individuals as well as through formal and informal texts that manifest strategy, with a 
specific remote and emerging environment. Therefore this entails addressing the university standpoint 
in relation to that environment. 
5.4.1 University Standpoint 
Standpoint is a “point of entry into discovering the social that does not subordinate the knowing 
subject to objectified forms of knowledge or political economy” (Smith D. E., 2005, p.10) and institutional 
ethnography “unfolds as the inquiry proceeds even though at the outset the institutional ethnographer 
may be unable to lay out precisely the parameters of the research” (Smith, D.E., 2005, p.35). Having 
established a personal standpoint and explored the validity of institutional ethnography in an 
educational environment, the next step is to identify an institution from which the efficacy of the 
approach can be tested.  
As Smith has pointed out, the concept of ‘standpoint’ acknowledges subjectivity and flexibility in 
a way that accommodates uncertainty and unknowing. In this respect, an institutional ethnographer is 
agnostic in terms of prescribed research methods, and when that object of research is a research 
institution in itself the possibilities for misinterpretation are endless. Unlike a hospital, air-traffic control 
network or even a large government department, universities are not institutions where there are highly 
regulated procedures (although the university audit system is regarded by some as sinisterly Orwellian), 
or where matters of life and death are handled on a continuous basis and decisions have tangible 
consequences. Universities are places where mistakes and ‘out-there’ ideas are encouraged, debated 
and forged into ‘case-studies’ that can be used to inform and educate future generations. Or so it used 
to be. There is a more cynical take on what can be interpreted as a university perspective: 
There can be little doubt that the bureaucratic nature of modern university education has 
impacted significantly on the time and space that academics have to think about their teaching 
and to participate in an environment that is conducive to the best aspects of what, in the current 
vernacular is referred to as ‘enlightened engagement.’ The rigidification of tertiary teaching is an 
outgrowth of market-based, rationalist ways of thinking about ‘service delivery,’ yet it is also a 
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practice that carries with it the dangers of one-dimensional instrumentalism that binds 
academics to unit guides and which obsesses about learning outcomes and graduate attributes. 
Equally important, a system that is reliant on market-driven and career-focused education, with 
its roots in the productivist demands of the globalised capitalist economy generates content 
more suited to job-readiness than anything approaching intelligent civic engagement. (Hil, 2012, 
p.127) 
According to another commentator, writing in a business periodical, little has changed to dispel 
this viewpoint: 
Sadly today, universities are hostile to Descartes’ dream of thinking being the epicentre of life. 
The sober truth is university extends childhood. The coddling of the home and school is 
replicated. Right at the outset a form of infotainment is pressed upon new students. The seat of 
higher learning treats students as if they are infants with an attention disorder. Slides, bullet 
points and pop quizzes assail students. Space for developing the tools for excavating below the 
surface in search of the hidden abode of social phenomena is swamped by ephemera. (Carrigan, 
2019, p. 39) 
This sense of frustration at the loss of intellectual authority and subservience to a commercial 
imperative is a common sentiment among academics throughout the world, and it is difficult to ascribe 
this to either a response to the ‘pull’ of market demand or a change instigated by the ‘push’ 
machinations of a more insidious capitalist economy controlled by an elite and powerful few.  
This means that the ‘response’ of a university to a remote challenge can only be considered in 
the light of potentially conflicting principles exacerbated by the demand for measurable productive 
outcomes at the same time as enabling a genuine educational transformation in the lives of both 
students and teachers to take place. The two principles are not necessarily compatible. Studies into the 
retention of international students at a single Australian university have revealed a frustration among 
students with a dissonance between what was ‘sold’ and what was ‘delivered’ to them in terms of 
course content and university lifestyle (Naghdi & Johnson, 2016; Johnson & Kumar, 2016; Johnson, 
2017; Naghdi, 2015; Hil, 2012). This reveals an incompatibility between modes of learning that were 
insensitive to cultural differences in background and learning capability, and pressure from families and 
cultural norms to perform at a high level. All this is a symptom of the change from students being either 
‘vessels’ that absorbed enlightened teaching, or contributors to informed intellectual debate, to being 
fee-paying ‘clients’ that have expectations for results that put pressure on the conscience of academics 
to deliver.  
Australian universities, with a high level of dependence on international students, are 
particularly susceptible to this form of pressure, especially when commercial imperatives have resulted 
in more of a focus on attracting and retaining numbers of students with little regard for the 
development of intercultural interactions, friendships and understandings (Naghdi & Johnson, 2016, 
p.273). This image-building compulsion, otherwise referred to as ‘brand,’ is an attempt by Australian 
universities to differentiate themselves from each other and to establish an attractive profile in the 
international market, most often through the use of Latin mottos as the following examples 
demonstrate: 
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o Naturum primum cognoscere rerum (First, let him busy himself to learn the nature of 
things) 
o Ancora imparo (I am still learning) 
o Perita manus mens exculta (Skilled hands and cultivated minds) 
o Veritatis studium prosequi (To pursue the study of truth) 
o Postera crescam laude (We grow in the esteem of future generations) 
o Manu et mente (Knowledge by hand and mind) 
o Per studia mens nova (Through study the mind is transformed) 
o Sidere mens eadem mutato (The constellation is changed but the disposition is the same) 
(Hil, 2012, p.56) 
 
There is little expectation that the choice of a university by an international student or their 
family is based solely upon an interpretation of a rather generic and often inexplicable Latin aphorism all 
saying much the same thing. What is revealed is that nearly all the major established Australian 
universities consider it necessary to give the nod to the elite brand instigated in history and culture by 
the British Oxford and Cambridge (Oxbridge) tutorial-based university tradition. Johnson and Kumar 
(2016), however, have shown that a cultural perception in India, manifested in the film Monsoon 
Wedding (Nair, 2001), suggests that the Oxbridge world is only attainable by the more intellectual and 
academically promising sons whereas the less promising are despatched to an Australian university, still 
reassured perhaps by the presence and reputational cachet of a Latin inscription and promise of a 
western qualification. 
Whether an international student is attracted more by the western lifestyle or the passport-
potential of a western qualification is debatable, but the perception remains that an Australian 
university is distinguished only by its virtue of being ‘Australian’ rather than living on its own reputation 
as an individual centre of knowledge, expertise or learning. The Universities Australia peak body has 
admitted that the top factors for international students to study in Australia were, in order of priority: (i) 
the reputation of the qualification, (ii) the reputation of the education system, (iii) personal safety and 
security, (iv) the quality of research and, lastly, (v) the reputation of the individual education provider 
(Universities Australia, 2017). Davis (2017) has pointed out that every wave of Australian university 
establishment, from the earliest colonial model to the conversion of trade-oriented colleges into 
universities in the 1990s, has adhered to the same formula and single image of “a public self-governing 
institution, established through legislation, strongly tipped towards educating the professions, 
meritocratic, non-residential and comprehensive, with a mission that required teaching and research.” 
(p. 91). This ‘sameness’ attribute of Australian universities has also been identified in an objective, data-
driven study that failed to ascertain any major discernible difference between Australian universities 
apart from tribal notions of loyalty from those within them – “all universities are the same but mine is 
different from yours” (Coates, et al., 2013) – and leans towards the single theme of a comprehensive, 
research university that reaches out to Asia as an alternative source of revenue to compensate for the 
decline in public subsidy provided by the Australian government.  
A scan of Australian university profiles endorses this finding, with every one of the thirty-nine 
establishments including such terms as ‘global,’ ‘innovative,’ ‘ready for work’ and displaying a 
‘comprehensive’ range of courses within a proud declaration of reputable ranking on a world stage, and 
a particular focus on Asia (Universities Australia, 2018). This view of Asia as an ‘empirical other’ from 
which revenue, data and material is sourced rather than an ‘epistemic other’ from which knowledge and 
insights are gained is, according to Takayama (2016), the result of the perpetuation of a dependence on 
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ideas originating in western social science centres (the University of Hull Centre for Systems Studies 
from which I claim inspiration for my own perspective would be one of those).  
These centres position Eurocentric thought as ‘universal’ while localising other standpoints as 
‘folkloric.’ Australian universities have adopted this profile to the extent that “Australia’s peculiar 
geographical and cultural location...has resulted in the development of its unique critical perspectives of 
metropolitan cultural theory for which Australian cultural studies have become internationally known.” 
(Takayama, 2016, p.76-77). This shift in the Australian university standpoint is, according to Takayama, 
due to some alarm in Australia at the outstanding performance of Asian countries in the OECD 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), resulting in a drive towards ‘Asia literacy’ and 
away from the same colonial logic that has shaped Australian scholarly knowledge. This is exemplified by 
the emphasis of the government White Paper Australia in the Asian Century (2012), although even this 
continued to ‘otherize’ Asia as separate from the Australian experience (Takayama, 2016). Takayama 
identifies a continuing pained relationship between Australia and Asia, and a legacy of orientalism that, 
nevertheless, is changing to the extent that Australian scholarship, for all its ‘sameness’ as Davis has 
described above, is able to draw upon a non-Western, non-English and more inclusive source of 
knowledge that is more epistemic rather than empirical.  
This is manifest in the increasing influence of Aboriginal scholarships (Australian Government, 
2015) and a more enlightened engagement with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander element of the 
Australian population that will have an impact on attitudes towards other remote, emerging and 
culturally diverse markets and communities in Asia. Takayama, a Japanese-English bilingual, male 
academic of Japanese nationality educated in North America, now based at an Australian university, has 
an insight that recognises the contradictions of Australian engagement with Asia in the dynamic of 
domestic, regional and global politics of academic knowledge production to the extent that “it is hoped 
that the realisation of these postcolonial predicaments encourages us to exercise...epistemological 
diffidence, the rejection of the secure sense of the social in the relationship between theory, method and 
scholarly location” and that “a reflexive attitude should enable us to ask what kind of politics of 
knowledge we participate in, and as a result what knowledge of Asia is made possible.” (Takayama, 
Sriprakash, & Connell, 2015, p.85).  
This ‘southern’ alternative to Asia as Method and Eurocentric orientalism has the potential to 
position the Australian university in a third role between teaching and research that has a critical 
epistemic standpoint (Connell, 2007). This has been suggested in the UK (Witty, 2013) and even earlier 
in the Australian context where the concept of an engaged university placed emphasis on the adaptive 
responses by universities that relied upon a more regional focus on, not just the ‘what’ that universities 
do, but more on the ‘why’ (Gunasekara, 2006). This shift of focus in still being debated in the Australian 
university context, possibly because if any shift takes place, it does so ‘en masse,’ given the ‘sameness’ 
of the university sector as suggested by Davis (2017). There would need to be a radical change of 
structural model for any one university to take the lead and break out into a new paradigm. The stakes 
in attempting this are very high: the Australian economy relies upon a A$30 billion revenue and A$1.6 
billion profit at a current growth rate of 5.4 per cent from the university sector that employs over 
100,000 staff servicing 1.4 million students, a quarter of which are of international origin, all factors that 
position international education as Australia’s third largest export commodity (Australian Trade and 
Investment Commission, 2018).  
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But the flat, comprehensive and metropolitan structure of Australian universities will have to 
adapt to market and environmental demands characterised by the rise of the non-traditional learner, 
the demand for competency-based skills at the expense of qualifications, and advances in technology 
such as open-sourced digital platforms and mobile-based learning (Ernst and Young, 2018). The 
technology-based drive of the second decade of the twenty-first century, when new recruits to start-up 
educational institutions were tempted by free iPads and digital gadgets, has now given way to a more 
student-experience-centred emphasis that is aimed to develop an improved attitude and aptitude 
towards a path of employability on the one hand and research excellence on the other, a fulfillment of 
the ‘skilled hand and cultivated mind’ value that is at the heart of the more pragmatic Australian 
university ethos. This personalised learning environment, where the subject matter is decided by the 
learner and the technology needs to accommodate flexible timing, payments, formats and locations, is 
now the measure of global competitiveness in the university sector. 
5.4.2 Universities As Systems 
In this context Ernst and Young, one of the ‘big 4’ global consultancy firms, envisages four 
scenarios for the university sector in Australia: (i) the ‘champion’ university, which is a base case 
traditional university with hands-on governmental control and treated as a national asset, (ii) the 
‘commercial’ university that is financially independent and collaborative with industry, (iii) the 
‘disruptor’ university that drives competition and efficiency in enterprise, delivering on-demand micro-
certificates into new markets, and (iv) the ‘virtual’ university that integrates higher education and 
vocational training with employability skills through shared digital platforms (Ernst and Young, 2019).  
Despite the authoritative nature of this report and these scenarios it is not guaranteed that any 
of them will eventuate in reality or in isolation. Given the environmental conditions and everyday 
experience in unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets, it is as likely that the outlook for an effective 
university response is ‘messy’ rather than defined into case-based categories. Connell (2019) has 
referred to ‘the maelstrom’ of neoliberalism whereby market-friendly governments have encouraged a 
language of corporate competitiveness to enter into the university culture, to the extent that 
universities ‘sell’ access to privileges and students “are forced to think of their university time in 
neoliberal terms, as an investment in human capital with a future economic payoff.” (p. 120). Indeed, an 
earlier Ernst and Young report concluded that “we foresee a very large opportunity for the private 
sector” in education (Ernst and Young, 2012, p. 27). How this confluence between the academic and the 
corporate worlds plays out is addressed in Connell’s critique of the current higher education industry: 
Critics often picture the market regime as a tightly-knit economic system and the neoliberal 
university as a well-oiled corporate machine. I think both are messier than those images suggest, 
more incoherent and conflict-ridden. Indeed the violence of the global market regime and the 
oppressiveness of the managerial university are largely due to their incoherence, to the need of 
managers to impose their order on a messy and resistant reality. They often get it wrong. 
(Connell R. , 2019, p. 135) 
It is interesting that Connell places emphasis on the perceived need among universities for the 
imposition of a neoliberal order on ‘messy’ scenarios. Her own criterion for the definition of a ‘good’ 
university is that it should be democratic, engaged, truthful, creative and sustainable but, above all, 
should be based upon a systems mentality that is cooperative rather than antagonistic and competitive 
(2019, pp. 171-174). This means a redistribution of resources, in particular, as Connell argues, from the 
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northern hegemony towards a more global system inclusive of the ‘south’ and it could be said between 
‘west’ and ‘east.’ It also means an embracing of the more informal and messy aspects of intercultural 
and geo-political relationships of which universities are an integral part. Systems thinking is a way of 
making sense of that messiness without the imposition of an oppressive order. 
I have already discussed the prevalence of an ‘informal’ workforce in Asia due to the 
inefficiencies of standard practice and lack of comprehensive governance, and there is a case for 
considering organic approaches such as in India, where an informal workforce of 420 million has 
generated the creation of initiatives such as Modular Employability Skill (MES) training, the National 
Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS) and a body of Voluntary Training Providers (VTPs) in response to this 
more flexible environment (Pilz, 2012). If a conversion to formal sector training and education is a long-
term aspiration then it is these kind of short and medium-term alternatives that can create the 
pathways towards a more mainstream environment as well as contribute to a systemic learning process 
geared towards achievable and realistic outcomes. UNESCO and the World Bank have suggested that 
vocational education should be integrated as part of general education, as in the German model (Pilz, 
2012), but that is something that has been in place within Germany for hundreds of years as part of the 
artisan-centric community culture, difficult to replicate in other societies. Given the ‘sameness’ of 
Australian universities, and what I would consider to be the limitations of futurist ‘models’ in a messy 
scenario, there is a need to find a more radical approach based on the principles of change leadership 
and learning organisations. 
In my reflective contribution earlier I outlined a rationale through social anthropological study 
and fieldwork based on the theoretical canon of Talcott Parsons, Marx and urban sociology. I applied 
this approach in the corporate world, later incorporating the concepts of Norbert Weiner’s cybernetic 
theory, Critical Systems Thinking and Buddhist Systems Methodology arising from the Centre of Systems 
Studies at my alma mater, the University of Hull in the UK. Subsequently, on the continuation of my 
corporate career and transference into educational management and teaching within Australian 
universities, I have identified a natural evolution towards the application of institutional ethnography as 
a framework for investigating the response options to the need for basic education in Myanmar. 
Institutional ethnography, developed from the work undertaken by Dorothy Smith largely in the health 
sector in Canada, has not been applied extensively in tertiary education scenarios. In this study, 
institutional ethnography is considered as a framework that addresses, not only the alignment of 
complexities, but also the context of more chaotic and unpredictable scenarios. National, corporate and 
educational institutions, as well as the dynamics of everyday life in urban settings, have been 
characterised in this study as inherently ‘messy,’ and it is on this hypothesis that a response approach 
will be developed. 
In an institutional ethnographic alignment both the distinctive individual (my own as an 
employee and researcher within an Australian university) and the university standpoints are important, 
yet both are subject to environmental and internal physiological influences. Fullan (2011) has claimed 
that we are not always in control of our own thoughts, and that we are subject to unpredictable inner 
drives and irrational activity, a hypothesis supported by Hil (2012) in his acerbic study of Australian 
universities. Fullan’s response to this standpoint of unpredictability is to suggest we adopt a quality of 
‘impressive empathy’ whereby we harness our ‘mirror neurons’ to reshape and retain new pathways 
through the essential process of activity (Fullan, 2011). This approach draws upon the science of 
neuroplasticity in which, Fullan claims, the richest source of learning is through the ‘alchemy’ of 
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application (2011). ‘Alchemy’ and ‘messy’ are terms that are relatable, and in this regard are appropriate 
as concepts surrounding the change process that Fullan outlines as necessary to effect change: firstly, to 
get anywhere, there has to be a primary action, one has to do something; in doing something, one 
needs to focus on developing skills; the acquisition of these skills brings clarity; doing something, 
acquiring skills and clarity develops an intrinsic motivation; this combination of intrinsic meaningful 
experiences leads to ownership, and doing this together with others generates shared ownership; 
finally, in persisting with this process, to the extent that it becomes habit forming, learning is acquired 
that allows for greater flexibility and adjustment to unpredictable scenarios (Fullan, 2011). 
This learning process applies, not just to the individual, but also to institutional organisations, 
both corporate and educational. This relationship between the individual physiology as a complex 
system and organisational neuroplastic structure was examined by Senge in the 1990s and formed the 
basis of the work conducted by the critical systems thinking cohort at the University of Hull. Senge 
(1990) considered that skills development, leading to what he termed ‘personal mastery,’ resulted in 
mental models that contributed towards the building of a shared vision and team learning, all within the 
umbrella of systems thinking. When Senge was developing this connectivity in the 1990s his emphasis 
was on the psychology of intrinsic motivation and the understanding of recursive systems within a 
theory of knowledge (Senge, 1990). Since then, Senge has adapted his approach to accommodate a 
changed environment: 
Today, systems thinking is needed more than ever because we are becoming overwhelmed by 
complexity...all around us are examples of ‘systemic breakdowns’...that have no simple local 
cause. Similarly, organisations break down...because they are unable to pull their diverse 
functions and talents into a productive whole. (Senge, 2006 Revised Edition, p.69) 
At the heart of systems thinking, then, is a shift of the mind from separateness to connectivity 
that replicates out to, and makes understandable, the learning organisation where people are 
continually discovering how they create and conduct their experiences of reality. This relationship is the 
dynamic essence of what Hil (2012) has perceived within the university aspect of institutional 
ethnography: the complexity of individual everyday experience considered alongside or counter to the 
rulings of the organisation and its corporate network.  
Senge, however, considers two ways of seeing systems, firstly as patterns of interdependency 
that can be articulated through diagrams (as in Yawnghwe, Peace Industrial Complex), stories (as in 
Metro, Have Fun In Burma, 2018), pictures (see illustrations) and songs (as in Selth, The Road to 
Mandalay: Orientalism, "Burma Girls" and Western Music, 2016). Secondly, Senge suggests that systems 
can be seen as ways to interpret signs that would go unrecognised without their special form of 
perspective, and in this respect he cites climate change modelling and its connectivity to human 
economic activity as, on the face of it, a ‘simplistic’ system that is nevertheless subject to complex, 
messy and chaotic influences, from the individual, organisational and universal standpoints (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9. Model of climate change impact on economic activity. Source: Senge, 2006, p.345.  
The system that Senge describes is recursive in that it cascades down to organisational and 
individual levels, all pertaining to the relationship between internal and external forces. The economic 
activity cycle operates within a ‘black-box’ scenario wherein it is dependent upon ‘inputs’ (temperature 
and weather instability) to produce ‘outputs’ (CO2 emissions). Many service and manufacturing 
organisations operate in this way. 
I have added an element to Senge’s concept that illustrates economic activity, the everyday 
experience of activists within the system, as a doughnut-shaped interaction (Figure 10). 
 
Figure 10. The principle of ‘doughnut’ economics. Image by the author. Source: Raworth (2017) 
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Derived from Raworth (2017) ‘doughnut economics’ is an interplay between “a social 
foundation of well-being that no one should fall below, and an ecological ceiling of planetary pressure 
that we should not go beyond. Between the two lies a safe and just space for all.” (Raworth, 2017, p.11). 
This draws the line on what is survivable (the inner circle) and what is sustainable (the outer circle), and 
it is within these circles how a university response safely and justly contributes to the Burmese idea of a 
‘decent living.’ This is described later as a depiction of organisational competency, as the ability to 
operate within the parameters of the economic ‘doughnut’ is a key measure of sustainable 
performance. 
The problem, and here Senge is echoed by Hil (2012), Davis (2017), Ernst and Young (2018, 
2019) and Carrigan (2019), is that universities are caught up in the pressure to preserve a traditional 
system that is under stress and unable to innovate (Senge, 2006). The insight that Senge brings to us in 
this context is that the younger generation, children and students, are natural systems thinkers and 
highly perceptive of the dynamics between survivable and sustainable solutions. Senge cites a 12-year 
old girl addressing a group of adults “we feel like you drank your juice and then you drank ours” (Senge, 
2006, p.361). The warning that “our house is on fire...I don’t want your hope. I want you to panic...and 
act” by 16-year old Greta Thunberg (Workman, 2019) is also evidence of this level of understanding. 
Senge advises that, therefore, students and teachers, as representatives of different generations, 
cultures and mindsets, need to work together in a mutual arrangement as learners and mentors. 
This directs us towards a learner-centric, systems-based educational framework that is critical to 
the relationship between an Australian university and the people of Myanmar. In this respect, Senge and 
Fullan together articulate the essential core of the reflexive journey to the adoption of the theoretical 
framework of institutional ethnography and the acknowledgement that survivability and sustainability 
are the parameters within which activity is generated. Both Senge and Fullan place emphasis on the 
starting point of ‘doing’ to activate system archetypes and simulations. Above this activity, or what 
Senge would describe as ‘practice,’ sit the principles or rulings and texts, the guiding ideas and insights 
that provide structure and influence behaviour; at the peak of this foundation of practice and principles 
lie the ‘essences’ that Senge describes as the state of being of those with high levels or mastery in their 
discipline (Senge, 2006). The institutional ethnographic framework that aligns therefore with Senge’s 
concept of the learning organisation is constructed from a foundation of activity, or individual 
experience, a body of texts and rulings related to the organisation, and a ‘roof’ of holistic inter-
connectedness, or essences, that represents the individual and shared cultures of the respective societal 
communities and organisations (Figure 11). 
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Figure 11: Alignment of Systems Thinking and Institutional Ethnography. Image by the author, adapted from Senge (2006). 
I have arrived at a position whereby an institutional ethnographic framework based on an 
evolving systems thinking concept is considered valid for the question as to how an Australian university 
responds to the need for education that enables a decent living in an unfamiliar, remote and emerging 
market. Furthermore, I have argued that any response needs to be tempered by an alignment between 
the lines of what are considered, in socio-economic terms, to relate to a minimum survivability level and 
maximum sustainability threshold. A ‘decent living’ lies somewhere between these parameters. What is 
the ‘essence’ of the Australian university that enables a response to this? 
5.4.3 The Australian university 
Australian universities are public institutions that sit within the context of a federal government 
system, therefore it is necessary to outline this context in terms of the Australian government approach 
towards Myanmar which, in its turn, sits within an Australian foreign policy standpoint in relation to 
Asia. I have touched on the current Australian perspective in Chapter 4.4.3., but historically, the 
relationship between Australia and Asia has been difficult to clearly define and the idea of an Australasia 
had never been firmly established by the end of the twentieth century. 
Settlers in Australia with a Eurocentric education had little preparation for dealing with Asia, and 
Australians still tended to look towards Europe and America for reinforcement of their identity 
(Broinowski, 1996). Even with the declaration of the ‘Asia century’ in the new millenium there has 
continued to be a degree of ‘awkwardness’ in relations between Australia and Asia (Patience, 2018). 
Since the determination in the Hawke / Keating era of the early 1990s that Australia should be 
considering itself as part of Asia there has been (i) a distinct ‘cooling off’ of relations under the Howard 
government in reaction to a large influx of Vietnamese, Hong Kong and Chinese immigrants, (ii) no 
particular pro-Asia renaissance during the Rudd / Gillard years, (iii) a distinct awkwardness under Tony 
Abbott’s leadership, (iv) a loss of moral high ground due to a reinforced punitive asylum-seeker policy 
under the prime-ministership of Malcolm Turnbull, and (v) the European / American-centric stance 
continues under Scott Morrison (Patience, 2018). As the ever-changing list of prime-ministers 
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demonstrates, there has been little consistency in terms of presenting a viable Australian ‘face’ in Asia 
relations. Despite this, international education is Australia’s third largest export commodity, with the 
highest intake from China, comprising students from middle-class families keen to engage in an 
international education experience that will contribute to their business and national capacity-building 
(Soong, 2018).  
And, to be fair, the Australian government approach to Myanmar is distinctive in that it has 
maintained a relatively bi-partisan stance and is focused primarily on the capacity-building aspect of 
education. The STEM Review Report in collaboration between DFAT, UNESCO and the Myanmar Ministry 
of Education mentioned earlier details funding available for bilateral development assistance. An 
Australian university, therefore, has to work within this policy and aid management framework. But, as 
the profile of identity and education in Myanmar has revealed (see Introduction), this is not the only 
environment in which a response strategy will be played out. An approach using an institutional 
ethnographic framework also has to address the variables introduced by corporate training and 
community-based learning such as at an Education Gathering Group (EGG) in Myanmar: 
EGG demands a lot of its students. Besides a packed schedule, students confront a syllabus that 
demands critical thinking, teamwork, conversational English, subjects which appear foreign to 
the majority of students that have completed Myanmar’s infamously rigid government school 
system...All these sacrifices are being made for an education that is not recognised by the 
Myanmar government. Even though EGG is located in Myanmar government territory, the school 
does not deliver a state-accredited course-of-study, receives no funding from the government, 
and uses educational materials provided by local NGOs and Thai universities. EGG’s situation is 
not unique. There are approximately 50 schools in Myanmar similar to EGG, collectively known 
to donors and NGO partners as the “post-secondary” education sector. (Loong & Rinehart, 2019) 
This kind of community-based, post-secondary education acts as a counterpoint to the 
Myanmar nation-state-centric Ministry of Education curriculum and contributes to the ‘messy’ 
environment that an Australian university needs to address within the context of a ‘systemic’ 
government and institutional framework. It is indicative of the longitudinal change occuring in the 
Myanmar educational environment that is aligned to time and the increasing exposure to global 
influence, meaning that a hitherto non-diverse, comprehensive university sector in Australia does not 
have the luxury of responding only to a ‘rigid’ system. 
Davis (2017) has outlined an Australian university profile as lacking a distinctive specialisation, 
being metropolitan, comprehensive, driven equally by research and teaching, and dependent on a large 
cohort of full-fee-paying international students. To this I would add a ‘messy’ quality that acknowledges 
the unique and individual contribution of academics and professionals, within this overall flat 
environment, albeit often spilling over into frustration and perplexity as to how things actually get done 
(Hil, 2012). This ‘sameness’ within the Australian university sector, however, means that it is not 
necessary to identify one particular institution in order to demonstrate the application of an 
ethnographic approach. For the purposes of this institutional ethnographic study, I have invented a 
composite Australian university which I shall name ‘Australia University’ that aspires to the following 
ideal: 
The real University…has no specific location. It owns no property, pays no salaries and receives no 
material dues. The real University is a state of mind. It is that great heritage of rational thought 
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that has been brought down to us through the centuries and which does not exist at any specific 
location. (Pirsig, 1974, p.138) 
‘Australia University’ conforms to a traditional Australian style based on the Oxbridge model, 
that endows a colonialist and philanthropic form of education, and to the modernist style as an outcome 
of the Dawkins reforms in the 1980s that created new universities out of technical colleges and 
necessitated several mergers (Davis, 2017, pp.92-93). ‘Australia University’ is an amalgamation of all of 
these and other varieties, an example in which “the most astounding result of these changes in Australia 
has been the degree of uniformity of mission which has developed. No sooner had the new universities 
gained their new titles than they began to copy their older university counterparts.”  (Massaro, 1995, 
p.5-6). 
5.4.4 An Institutional Ethnography Of ‘Australia University’ 
‘Australia University’, in stark contrast to its idealist aspiration to have no location cited above, 
is, say, located in a major metropolitan region, has a number of campuses, including overseas hubs and 
a form of representation suitable for student recruitment and research facilitation. It is comprehensive 
in its teaching capability across science, health, engineering, business and the arts and humanities, 
offers pathways from undergraduate to masters and postgraduate degrees, and caters for mainly 
commuter-style students who travel in from home or their own private accommodation. It conducts 
most of its teaching via the classroom in buildings that occupy a large footprint in cities and suburban 
areas, and relies upon international full-fee paying ‘clients’ for between 20 and 30 percent of its student 
cohort (Davis, 2017).  
Its teachers are subject to assessment scores as much as the students are, resulting in a high 
degree of mobility, and therefore inconsistency, as a result of a trend towards the hiring of casual, 
sessional staff. Its professional staff, including administrators and business development personnel, are 
subject to key performance indicators that relate to value measures such as industry engagement, 
student experience and graduate employment. Its research staff are driven by the quantity of 
publications and join other researchers from other universities in chasing a limited pool of funding 
sources. The level of formal research connectivity between ‘Australia University’ and corporate firms is 
low in comparison to universities and industry in Europe and the USA (ABS, 2019) and its industry 
engagement relationships are many but shallow, although, like other universities in Australia, it claims 
to have a strong engagement with industry. 10 Because of its flat, multi-faceted and comprehensive 
profile, ‘Australia University’ is ‘messy’ in its composition and approach to the market and communities. 
How this ‘messiness’ aligns with its known environment and market is important to consider as 
a means of establishing how ‘Australia University’ responds to a need for education in an unfamiliar, 
remote and emerging market. Therefore, this ethnographic profile begins from the wide perspective of 
the socio-economic environment, narrowing down through its key market opportunities, resource and 
product capacity and capability, to a position from which ‘sense’ can be made of the complexity and a 
strategic approach can be formulated. The process of ‘narrowing down’ has been referred to earlier as a 
fundamental component of Critical Systems Practice (see Chapter 5.3). 
                                                          
10 In FY 2012-13 universities in Australia were the preferred innovation collaborators to only 9.8% of industry 
businesses, the majority preferring clients (42%) and suppliers (36%). In FY 2016-17 this figure dropped to a 
mere 4.8%, indicating a lack of confidence in the research capacity and capability of the university sector. 
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‘Australia University’, alongside other universities, operates in an Australian economic 
environment that is based on primary resource and service industries. Australia has the eleventh largest 
tourism industry in the world, the sixth largest investment fund management portfolio, is ranked in the 
top twelve agricultural product exporters and in the top four mining and fuel product exporters in the 
world. It is also the world’s third largest provider of international tertiary education (Austrade, 2017). 
The days when Australian universities ‘fed’ swarms of engineers to the large manufacturing companies 
upon which the industrial strength of Australia was founded are long gone. 
Significantly for the education sector, China is Australia’s dominant trading partner, worth as 
much as Europe, Japan and the USA combined, and is the source of the majority of the 20 to 30 percent 
of international students in the Australian tertiary education sector (Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, 2017). This means that the future economic standpoint of ‘Australia University’ is tied to 
Australia’s trading relationship with China, a risky proposition given that, as discussed earlier, national 
interest priorities may not be fully aligned.  
A sensitive balancing act is therefore required that involves engaging with fast-growing 
emerging markets in the region, represented by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 
These nations, having built their economies and cultural heritage largely around the hinterlands of the 
great rivers that run south and east from the Himalayan mountains, are at risk of dependence upon the 
hegemonic overtures of a much larger economy. However, taken as a whole, ASEAN is projecting the 
greatest rate of growth, commands the largest share of foreign direct investment in the region, and is 
China’s largest trading partner (ANZ Research, 2015). 
Associated with this environment of rapid growth, and geo-political, economic and social 
dependencies, are global risks related to access to water, fragilities related to governance around rapid 
urbanisation, and dangers related to cyber technology and climate change. A 2017 global risk perception 
report identified water crises, natural catastrophes and extreme weather events as the greatest risks 
threatening the southeast Asia region, along with their concomitant social and economic upheavals 
(World Economic Forum, 2017).  
However, from an Australian university research and corporate investment perspective these risks 
also provide opportunities. The top ten global opportunities identified by the United Nations are as 
follows: 
1. Smart water technology – the means to harness natural water flows and distribution, especially 
in cities disrupted by climate change 
2. Knowledge for peace – being able to understand and implement ethical governance between 
nations and communities 
3. Intelligent cyber security – the means to counteract hostile threats of espionage and infiltration 
4. Business of power – linked to greater urbanisation, the maintenance of energy 
5. Keeping our soils alive – the need to maintain a basis for agriculture and food production 
6. Moisture technology – linked to the soil, the need to mitigate the loss of moisture in the 
atmosphere 
7. Behavioural biometrics – understanding how our bodies work and interact with the 
environment 
8. Internet of people – seeking to reduce the inequality gap through greater sharing and 
distribution of resources 
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9. Living on air – finding new ways to source renewable energy, improve efficiencies of food 
production, and generally reduce the human footprint 
10. Gender equality - recognising and harnessing the equal status of women in society. (United 
Nations Global Compact, 2017) 
These opportunities, and risks, drive research focus in ‘Australia University’ as it is clear that the list 
relates to the domestic Australian environment as much as to its closest neighbours in southeast Asia.  
These areas of opportunity can be aligned with Australian federal (ANZSIC Code) and state 
government definitions of market segments that have been earmarked for growth and investment. 
These segments relate to defence, manufacturing, construction, energy, health and social services, 
mining, agriculture, transport, financial and professional services, education and training, medical 
technology, information media and telecommunications, retail and wholesale services, including tourism 
and accommodation (Australian Government, 2016), (Victoria Government, 2016).  
Whereas this indicates potential areas of growth and the anticipated movement of sectors (food 
and agribusiness, health, social services and water and infrastructure are the sectors of interest in this 
respect), it is necessary to enable identification of the true area of capability that will be relevant to a 
response to specific needs in Myanmar. Australian university areas of research focus do tend to be 
aligned with government priorities as it is the government, as a single source, that provides over one 
third of the funding for research (Norton & Cherastidthan, September 2018, p. 3). It is logical, therefore, 
to consider the capacity and capability of an Australian university in terms of that alignment with both 
Australian federal priorities at the same time as global opportunities, especially given the assumed role 
of a university as a knowledge analyst that acts as a facilitator between the two stakeholders of local 
and global interests. Teaching capacity within a university is normally indicated in a quantitative sense 
by the numbers of enrolled students into particular courses, and research capability by the quality of 
papers and outcomes in specific areas of expertise (although the number of papers published can also 
be considered for ranking and remuneration purposes).  For the purposes of this exercise I have 
identified key areas of research and teaching capability and capacity that combine to present an 
illustration of overall competency and specialisation that can be taken to market (Figure 12).  
 
 
Figure 12. Depiction of alignment between government priorities, university capacity and capability, and competency. Image by 
the author. 
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These composite areas of focus in an Australian context are innovative industries, including 
advanced manufacturing, artificial intelligence, autonomous technology and robotics, medical 
technology, systems engineering, urban and social studies, health, water and food technology, science 
and security, creative business, professional services and education and enterprise development. 
Attempting to align the broad range of teaching capacity with research capability, local and national 
government priorities and global trends would seem to lead towards a ‘messy’ scenario. But a density 
pattern can emerge with a focus on three key areas of capacity in emerging disciplines or enterprise 
education mostly relating to urban environments, engineering and health and social studies. These are 
meta-areas of focus that indicate positions of strength in Australian universities around which the UN 
mega-trend areas of opportunity identified earlier can be plotted (Figure 13). 
 
Figure 13. ‘Australia University’ capabilities aligned with global risk / opportunity trends. Image by the author. Source: Global 
Opportunity Report (2017). DNV-GL AS. UN Global Compact. 
 
Through this association it can be seen where an alignment between the institution and the 
market, in strategic terms, is beginning to emerge. Furthermore, based on the analysis conducted earlier 
in terms of key issues facing Myanmar, I can be more specific about the focus of a university response 
(Figure 14). 
To recap, among the priority issues identified it is clear that climate change, infrastructure, 
water security and urban development, all within the context of resilience and sustainability, are major 
issues related to the enabling of a decent living for the people of Myanmar. On this basis, it is possible to 
highlight a section of the ‘Australia University’ capability matrix that is relevant to the key issues facing 
Myanmar (Figure 19). 
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Figure 14. ‘Australia University’ focused capabilities aligned with global risk / opportunity trends. Image by the author. Source: 
Global Opportunity Report (2017). DNV-GL AS. UN Global Compact. 
The key areas of global risk and opportunity relate to three areas: smart water, knowledge for 
peace and gender equality. Water management and water-related disaster prevention and mitigation 
are clearly areas of high priority for the sustainable viability of Myanmar society, particularly in relation 
to the transition towards urban growth and the development of smart city solutions that include the 
harnessing of heritage knowledge and infrastructure. Allied to this imperative of water security and 
equitable distribution is the contribution that education and enlightenment can make towards the 
peace process that is an undercurrent to every aspect of Myanmar politics and socio-economic 
development. Again, the future well-being and peaceful sustainability of ethnic language groups and the 
autonomy of people’s culture and society, as discussed in the Introduction to this thesis, is closely tied 
to the relationship between rural and urban populations, their transitions and adaptability within 
intranational and international relationships. Gender equality is integral to this scenario as a foundation 
for the sustainable economies and emerging enterprise currently being played out in the development 
of Yangon as well as other cities in southeast Asia and emerging markets. 
Through this basic institutional ethnographic framework, therefore, I have roughly identified key 
areas of capability and capacity alignment with key environmental and market factors that characterise 
the Myanmar scenario. I now need to build on this framework to establish a systems model that enables 
the interpretation of that alignment to be given dynamic emphasis that leads towards a response. 
5.5 Viable Systems Model 
I have reached a position of an education-oriented institutional ethnography that recognises 
systems theory as its basis and accommodates ‘messy’ scenarios. The mechanism for this process is the 
Viable Systems Model developed by Beer (1959, 1972, 1979), applied in systems theory (Checkland, 
1981; Flood & Jackson, 1991; Flood & Carson, 1993) and brought up to date in organisational contexts 
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(Espejo & Reyes, 2011). The Viable Systems Model provides the context in which an institutional 
ethnographic analysis can take place, in this case in terms of an Australian university, but also with the 
potential to be applied to the condition of Myanmar’s political, social and economic challenges related 
to education.  
Institutional ethnography, based upon the Marxist premise that systemic relationships are 
mechanisms of power dynamics, needs to be considered, therefore, in the context of a systems science 
that deals with complexity. This complexity has two aspects: people and things. In an institutional 
ethnographic context it is the ‘people’ who generate thought and experiences and it is the ‘things’ that 
are the ruling objects of those thoughts and experiences in the form of texts, policies and defined 
strategies (Flood & Carson, 1993, pp.23-38). I would suggest that institutional ethnography lies at the 
peak of a sequence of complex interactions that begins with physical laws through chemical 
interactions, biological evolution, psychological development and social scientific models (Checkland, 
1981) but also accommodates the ‘messy’ characteristic of some organisations, such as universities, that 
are beyond complex though not quite chaotic. Complexity is characterised by interrelated and difficult 
elements that Flood (1993) has been able to define by matrices and sequences, but in a ‘messy’ 
university context there are unrelated and often impenetrable systems that are autopoietic, from the 
Greek autopoiesis, meaning ‘self-producing’ at least in the case of research.  
The viability, the maintenance of a separate and unique existence, enables the emergence of 
new social behaviours that include improbable and unexpected occurrences and, as a model, is more 
adaptable to change (Espejo & Reyes, 2011). In a viable systems model hierarchy is replaced by 
structural recursion in a way that enables us to understand the evolution of cells to human beings, social 
networks to cities to nation states and innovation hubs (Florida, 2008), and water and energy cycles to 
weather patterns to climate change. This has implications, therefore, in how is seen, not only the 
ethnography of an institution such as a university, but also how the standpoint of the nation of 
Myanmar and the cities of Mandalay and Yangon are interpreted as recursive elements within that 
nation.  
In organisations autonomous units each undergo a learning process of unfolding complexity 
with their own set of regulatory or support functions responsible for policy-making, management and 
services, and implementation and operations, which are the texts or rulings that form a critical element 
of institutional ethnography. The problem that the viable systems model addresses is that of cohesion. 
Cohesion is one of the primary responsibilities of leaders and managers in an organisation but is subject 
to information gaps and dissonance due to an inability to comprehend the totality of an organisational 
system. This results in resorting to simplistic perceptions, behaviours and ‘cut through’ tactics, often 
rewarded by the application of key performance indicators (KPIs) as tangible measures.  
However, in the case of Australian universities that are characterised by a sense of ‘sameness’ in 
their profile, a unique identity can be based on relationships and cultural links that accommodate both 
predictability within structured systems and redundancy, meaning room for taciticy and informality. In 
the context of the Viable Systems Model the basic components of an organisation are organisational 
roles, known as ‘rulings’ in institutional ethnographic terms, and relationships that are the mechanisms 
or systems that bind them together in experiential terms: “it is only when resources for the creation, 
regulation and production of a social meaning come operationally together that an organisational 
system is constituted.” (Espejo & Reyes, 2011, p.79). Thus there are two domains within the Viable 
Systems Model: the ‘medium’ which is the operational, internally-focused domain usually determined 
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by structure and a set of values, and the ‘environment’ which is the informational domain that provides 
the ‘medium’ with feedback and information that is processed and interpreted into knowledge and 
understanding, or ‘awareness.’ Learning occurs in both domains.  
By adopting the analogy of the human body in a way that derives from Norbert Weiner’s theory 
of cybernetics I am now able to place ‘Australia University’ in a dynamic model that aligns with its 
market environment. Critical systems thinking, and its derivative, Buddhist Systems Methodology, relies 
upon analogy to address the complexity of organisations and their relationship with their operating 
environment. This relationship is a closed loop system of activity and feedback, and is based upon 
cybernetic principles related to the mechanisms of the human body. There is, as far as I know, no more 
complex organic system than the human body and cybernetics is now widely used as the basis for the 
development of artificial intelligence and robotics.  
A body, in this perspective, has three roles: firstly, to maintain a balance or alignment with its 
environment; secondly, to maintain a flow of energy within itself that sustains its ability to perform 
functions necessary for survival; and thirdly, to continually generate a position whereby that flow is 
harnessed towards a productive outcome that is related to the human needs for socialisation and self-
actualisation (Maslow, 1943). By using the analogy of the human body (Figure 15), I am escaping the 
conventional view of organisations as top-down hierarchies determined by graded levels of status and 
reporting lines. Instead, a corporate organisation or community is seen as a holistic and interconnected 
organism. 
 
Figure 15. Viable Systems Model based on cybernetic principles. Image created by author, adapted from Flood and Carson 
(1993). 
In this systemic model the brain is the thinking function and, as will be seen later, has different thinking 
components. It also has its own cognitive relationship with the world around it, depicted as the 
environment. From this position it feeds stimuli to the bodily system. The senses, primarily the eyes and 
the ears, also provide feedback into the system from the environment, supplying the brain with 
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information and the body with an impetus to act. This action is driven by the heart that is responsible for 
the flow of blood around the body and the mechanical operations of the organs, muscles and limbs. 
The mind as ‘governor’ relates to the actual role of a governor in engineering: a mechanical 
apparatus that stabilises the revolutions of an engine, ensuring that an optimum rate of performance is 
maintained. This is especially important in controlling the excesses that a body can be exposed to. As 
seen in the diagram above, there is a reactive line (shown as a dashed line) that runs straight from the 
touchpoints of the body (i.e. fingers) to the brain – this is an emergency signal that stimulates an 
immediate reaction in the face of danger or, for example, when the finger touches a hot oven-top. The 
key feature of this system is that the brain, senses and touch points each have their own relationship 
with the environment in which they operate, yet they are linked in an overall system that enables, most 
of the time, for a balanced and mutually sustainable operational existence to take place.  
This is how the human body interacts with its environment and, in general terms, how an 
organisation also engages and performs in its respective environment. Furthermore, each one of the 
touchpoints is a recursive representation of the whole systemic organism. We, as humans, do not have 
brains in our fingertips but, in a corporate organisation or community there is usually some form of 
autonomy or system present at those points where there is a direct engagement with the market 
environment. The important aspect of this analogy is that it enables us to understand and act upon the 
relationship between the scenario of the environment and market, in this case Myanmar, and the 
capacity and capability of the institution, in this case ‘Australia University,’ to respond to that scenario, 
and it illustrates the effectiveness of the body as an organisation that has an overall learning function as 
its primary rationale for existence.  
The components of a corporate organisation can be defined according to their organic function 
and it is possible to equate the CEO to the ‘brain’ of the firm, as it is to consider the financial operation 
as controlling cash flow in the same way as ‘blood flow’ is required for a body. Likewise, the human 
resources function can be seen as the ‘lungs’ of the organisation, ensuring a steady input and output of 
personnel. Other analogies are easily recognisable (Figure 16). Closely linked to the brain and the senses 
is the heart of the institution, a highly reactive organ that responds to stimulants sent from the senses, 
often in ways that signal stress and effort, rarely relaxed. This is the administration function that is 
responsible for circulating the ‘lifeblood,’ comprising paperwork and cash-flow mechanisms. This is a 
highly regulated and closely monitored area with texts, rulings and regulations that are subject to 
quality audits and specific elements of governance. There is little or no engagement with the external 
environment that is not filtered through other touchpoints and it is geared towards a consistency of 
operation regardless of what may be happening outside the ‘body’ of the organisation.  
The impact that the corporate body has on its operating environment is as a learning 
organisation that is the unique combination of a set of knowledge and understanding derived from the 
firm’s engagement with its internal and external learning stimuli.  
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Figure 16. Corporate Viable Systems Model. Image by the author. 
This approach is derived from Senge’s examination of systemic thinking and acknowledges 
Senge’s view that recurring system archetypes provide a recognisable simplicity that underlies dynamic 
complexity. These archetypes are adjustable and corrective mechanisms that act as ‘points of leverage’ 
(Flood, R.L, 1999) within a learning organisation driven by a shared vision and an aim to achieve 
alignment in thought and in energy. Senge’s primary argument is that all organisations are learning 
organisms and all organisms, as I would suggest follows through cybernetic principles, are learning 
organisations. 
5.5.1 ‘Australia University’ Viable Systems Model 
By overlaying this systemic process on an institutional ethnographic analysis as above I can 
make sense of the ‘messy’ nature of ‘Australia University’ through the alignment of complexities and the 
selection of the appropriate ‘lenses’ through which to focus on how to respond to specific needs in the 
market. Having identified the broad parameters of those lenses through the ethnographic analysis I am 
able to harness the Viable Systems Model to see how the ‘texts’ or rulings of an organisation interact 
with the everyday experiences of participants and stakeholders to generate a model of engagement. 
In the case of ‘Australia University’ and with any corporate or educational organisation, the 
‘mind’ of the institution is the university council, like a board of directors, acting as the ‘governor’ to the 
system (Figure 17). The council is chaired by the university Chancellor and is responsible for checks and 
balances, appointing and monitoring the activity of the Vice Chancellor, and generally ensuring the 
continuity and sustainability of the ‘brand’ in its wider environment. A council, or board of governors, 
would have its own set of texts and rulings that are determined by legal statutes, governance rules and 
regulations, and an overall code of ethics peculiar to the role of universities in Australia. 
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Figure 17. University Viable Systems Model. Image by the author. 
The ‘brain’ of the university is the Vice-Chancellor (VC), equivalent to a Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) in a corporate organisation. The VC is appointed by the university council and his or her role has 
the responsibility of being responsive to five key stimulants: (i) conformist - the university council 
headed by a Chancellor who is technically the VC’s ‘boss’ providing guidance, advice and affirmation of 
contract conditions, but having distance from the day-to-day operations; (ii) reactive - the external 
environment, especially equivalent senior-level government and corporate executives, stakeholders, 
partners and clients; (iii) proactive - the day-to-day operations of the university, especially research, 
teaching and learning and student, industry and community engagement personnel, as well as 
marketing and administration; (iv) compliant - the texts and rulings that are relevant to the domain of 
the VC, which would include strategic plans, operational plans, reconciliation action plans in the case of 
indigenous engagement, values and mission statements, partnership agreements, memorandums of 
understanding, joint ventures and anything pertaining to the brand, culture, profile and competitive 
position of the university.  
The VC is especially interested in published rankings related to student enrolment, retention, 
graduate employment and research publications as these are overall measures of the performance of 
the university. Of interest also is the extent of authority and control over the various faculties of the 
university, as in some cases the VC is unable to override historical statute that places financial and 
operational authority within individual colleges. The final stimulant (v) is cognitive - the reflective self, 
manifested in personal principles, values, ethics and modes of behaviour that can have a stamp on the 
culture and profile of the whole institution. 
Surrounding the VC are the eyes, ears, senses and voice of the organisation. These would be the 
industry engagement, student enrolment, marketing and business development operations that also 
have an intensive and resourced reactive relationship with the market environment, an influencing role 
upon the VC and a replicating influencing role upon the operational functions. The marketing units 
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would be highly sensitive to the university identity and be forceful in the application of logos, images, 
colour, text font, templates and values to protect the brand.  
Each of the functional areas and limbs of the institution have their own set of texts and rulings 
derived from a pedigree of specialist expertise and knowledge (Figure 18). These contribute to the 
overall intellectual property and ‘brand’ of the organisation as well as having an impact on the 
compliance of thinking for individuals within the system. In this way the capacity and capability of the 
organisation is aligned with its environment and market. 
 
Figure 18. Viable Systems Model showing role of texts and rulings interfacing with exclusive elements of the model and the 
alignment between the organisational elements of capacity and capability and the market environment. Image by the author. 
It should be noted that, not only is the viable system recursive, it is also a mirror to an equally 
complex viable system within the environment object of its attention. This is the essential principle of 
the system, that complexity can only be addressed with complexity, thus enabling less vulnerability to 
the unexpected and more adaptivity to change (Checkland, 1981; Flood & Carson, 1993). Making sure 
that the remote and autonomous (to a degree) touchpoints are operating to the same set of principles, 
values and guidelines as the ‘brain’ of the system therefore, is as much dependent upon the consistency 
and effectiveness of compliance with the ‘texts’ and rulings that surround each and all of the functions 
of the system as it is upon the operations of the system itself.  
This is where the Viable Systems Model combines with the institutional ethnographic framework 
to form the basis of an action research methodology, and it is at the touchpoints between the subject 
and object systems that action to generate change takes place. As mentioned earlier, the touchpoints 
between the systems are, in the case of an engagement with Myanmar, operating between the 
parameters of what is survivable and what is sustainable in terms of the concept of ‘doughnut’ 
economics (Figure 19). It is at this point of implementation that the competency of an institution to 
engage and fulfil its shared mission is exposed. Operating within the parameters of sustainability is not 
only about a consideration for the natural environment but is also about harnessing that consideration 
in economic terms. Most corporate social responsibility strategies and measures are undertaken 
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because they have an impact on the financial performance of the organisation and contribute to the 
fulfilment of the corporate imperative to deliver either shareholder dividend or profitability (Cooke, 
2008).  
 
Figure 19. Viable Systems Model showing interaction with its environment / markets through the ‘doughnut’ of competency 
between survivability and sustainability. Image by the author. 
Within this overriding concern for finding the pathway that is related most closely to ‘a decent living’ 
I have, through the process of institutional ethnography, identified key areas of capacity and capability 
in ‘Australia University’. Subsequently, viable systems modelling allows me to address how the 
institution prepares to engage in a competent manner within the bounds of economic survivability and 
sustainability through structural alignment with the Myanmar environment. This process has highlighted 
key areas of capacity, capability and competency that are as follows: 
1. Water science, security and sustainability 
2. Urban development, conservation and adaptation to climate change 
3. Small enterprise activation and development 
4. Large corporate partnership and infrastructure investment 
5. Teacher training and capacity building. 
These areas of engagement are the lenses through which responses to the environmental and 
market conditions and needs can be formulated. All these engagement or touchpoint areas relate to 
overriding issues of sustainability, adaptation and empowerment, and all are areas in which ‘Australia 
University’ can exercise a significant degree of competency through research, teaching, industry 
engagement and student experience activity within the confines of what is ‘sustainable’ and what is the 
minimum ‘survivable’ parameter as depicted in the economic ‘doughnut’. 
Whereas the capacity and capability of ‘Australia University’ has been determined through the 
framework of institutional ethnography, the competency can only be determined by activity, the ‘doing’ 
phase of the viable systems model engagement process. 
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5.6 Systems Thinking to Systems Dynamics 
Michael C. Jackson, from the Centre for Systems Studies at the University of Hull, berates the 
use of systems dynamics at the expense of systems thinking (personal communication 19th August 
2019). The over-emphasis towards systems dynamics is a case of going directly to the design and 
development of a solution without considering environmental, capability and alignment issues that are 
essential to a systems thinking approach. Systems dynamics is the action component, only one out of 
ten approaches cited by Jackson (2019) but given greater emphasis in the commercial organisational 
environment, perhaps because of its appeal to the corporate mindset that rewards action over 
cognition. In the health sector this is particularly problematic as Jackson and Sambo have shown: 
It is only recently... that health systems researchers have started to examine the key conceptual 
tool in their armoury – the notion of ‘system’ – and only then in a sporadic fashion...the failure to 
undertake this challenge has held back the field theoretically and in terms of practice (2019, p. 1) 
Indeed, Jackson considers the ‘error’ of reducing systems thinking to systems dynamics in the 
field of health systems research as dangerous to the extent that it has “limited its capability to intervene 
successfully to help with the multi-dimensional wicked problems found in health systems” (personal 
communication 19th August 2019). Health systems are a natural source of ‘wicked problems’ that involve 
organisational dynamics engaged literally in life-or-death scenarios that require intensive solutions. The 
National Health Service in the UK is a well-known and rich environment, so an obvious target for a 
centre of systems studies based in a British university. Dorothy Smith, the Canadian pioneer of 
institutional ethnography, also focused on her most familiar territory of health organisations. 
Universities have not been subject to the same depth of scrutiny despite a twenty-year old declaration 
that “the integrated comprehensive university which is emerging from the development of systems-
synergistic cross-sectoral relationships is the learning university of the twenty-first century, an 
organisation which both learns and fosters learning, an organisation which continually expands its ability 
to shape its future” (Patterson, 1999, pp. 8-9). Jackson (2019) only dedicates one page to the systemic 
nature of universities, and only then in terms of recursion levels from location to discipline sectors such 
as arts, sciences, business and medicine, and then to specific programs; the messy complexity of 
university environments is not addressed. The difficulty of course is that those who would be tasked 
with the academic scrutiny of the organisation are those that live within it, and Jackson does 
acknowledge that a frequent fault of organisations revealed by the viable systems model is that 
“organisational identity is not adequately defined, represented externally, and spread throughout the 
system.” (2019, p. 319). 
Systems thinking and systems dynamics combined is an approach to participating in a social 
change process (McIntosh, 2010). Like critical systems thinking, institutional ethnography and the Viable 
Systems Model, systems dynamics has its basis in the theory of physiology and biology while adopting a 
critically reflexive approach to one of participation and action (Morton-Cooper, 2000). This means that 
concepts of the quality, validity and value of responses and solutions are uncovered through a dialectic 
and democratic process of exploration rather than imposed as pre-ordained constructs (McIntosh, 
2010).  
Foucault maintained that there can be no objective truth. It is the way in which knowledge is 
produced and the way that power is exercised that has an impact on people’s perception of truth 
(Foucalt, 1972, p.48). This is similar to a Buddhist approach towards what is ‘right’ understanding as well 
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as aligning with the tone of Marxist sociology and institutional ethnography that was being developed at 
that time by Valdo Pons and Dorothy Smith. Foucault allows for oppression and autocracy as systems of 
control based on the social interactions and interpretations of communities that develop into types of 
knowledge. This raises the question of what is ‘valid’ knowledge and the “contradiction between 
openness of social life and rigidities with which institutions attempt to circumscribe what is admissible 
within their boundaries” (Fish, 1980, p.50). This question introduces an association with the concept of 
‘texts’ that is fundamental to Smith’s institutional ethnographic approach, and the canon of action 
research theory addresses this by seeing the cultural life, that distinguishes institutions as well as 
society, as a series of texts that interact with other texts through a process of social interaction. This 
idea of texts as cultural artefacts was, again, introduced as a linguistic concept by J. Derrida in Of 
Grammatology (1976) in parallel with its development in the sociological context in the 1970s: 
There is an implicit ideological position in Derrida’s writing. He suggests the need to find new 
ways of writing texts – rules, procedures, regulations, forms of organisation, reports, plans and 
so on – to minimise the power of people in positions of authority to impose their perceptions and 
interpretations. Thus, he implies the need to structure organisations in ways that create greater 
opportunities for popular participation and a more democratic determination of the cultural 
values embedded in the procedures that govern people’s lives. (Lyotard, 1984, p.51) 
This connection between linguistics, the way in which knowledge is interpreted, and sociological 
interaction, is defined at that time as “communicative action” with an emphasis on the collective 
clarification of problems and situations, ultimately focusing on events that are meaningful for all 
stakeholders (Habermas (T.McCarthy, Trans.) 1979, p.55). 
This pedigree of linguistic systems can be brought up to date as a guide to enabling the  
conversion of the Viable Systems Model with respect to ‘Australia University’ into a series of 
explanations that lead to increased understanding. Systems dynamics continues the systematic process 
of inquiry and reflection, but in a social context where interactions form a ‘spiral’ of development 
towards ‘right understanding’ and the implementation of appropriate responses to a problem. My own 
interactions within an Australian university form part of that learning spiral, as does the interaction of 
‘Australia University’ within its own environment and in terms of its engagement potential with 
Myanmar. 
The fundamental approach of systems dynamics can be described by referring to Stringer (2014) 
as elements of a spiral that develops through the stages of ‘plan, implement and evaluate.’ (Figure 20) 
 
Figure 20. Systems dynamics process. Image by the author, adapted from Stringer (2014). 
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The advantage of adopting this approach is that it enables people as stakeholders to develop 
their own understanding of a problem as solutions based on generalised theory may not fit all contexts. 
The role of the researcher in this context is ‘neutral’ (Stringer, 2014), but the intervention of 
conversations between the researcher and key stakeholders inevitably introduces a participative 
element, especially if the researcher is embedded in the situation, as is the case in the university 
context. In the context of the education scenario, to which has been ascribed a messy and dynamic 
characteristic, this is akin, as one group of researchers have described it, to “changing tires (sic) in the 
express lane” (Dew, Beitel, & Hare, 2018).  
Dew et al recognise that the education sector is experiencing pressure from multiple and messy 
sources and that the response to these sources requires the application of a systems approach based on 
the steps of validation of the need, clarifying the goals through a systems alignment, adopting an 
approach, translating that approach into action, analysing the results and making improvements, then 
repeating the cycle (NIST, 2018). This is similar to the learning framework developed by Senge and 
Stringer’s ‘look, think, act’ model that aligns with the critical systems approach.  
Dew et al’s approach is derived from the Baldrige Excellence Framework that was developed in 
the USA in the late 1980s as a means of monitoring and implementing organisational quality and 
competence, as well as competitive advantage. Designed originally for industry, it was adapted in the 
1990s for the health and education sectors with the aim of mission improvement in seven key areas: 
leadership, strategy, markets, measurement, workforce, operations and outcomes (NIST, 2019). The 
significance of this framework is that it brought a corporate analysis system into the realm of higher 
education at a time when critical systems thinking and practice was being developed in the UK, and not 
only applied standards of organisational excellence, but also provided a framework for sharing effective 
practice and leadership participation (Ruben, Russ, Smulowitz, & Connaughton, 2007). Systems thinking 
and practice is the at the core of the Baldrige framework, especially the relationship between 
leadership, systems and operations and, as such, acknowledges the bridge between the alignment 
function of the viable systems model and the approach activity that derives from it: 
Universities...that wish to compare equitable with (corporate) winners must produce evidence of 
leadership and long-term planning, initiate verifiable quality control procedures, address the 
happiness and well-being of the faculty and staff and, above all, work toward student and 
stakeholder satisfaction and market focus. The criteria argue strongly for customer-driven 
organisations, high levels of employee involvement, and information-based management. Many 
universities could utilize the criteria as a framework for implementing a quality program and 
establishing benchmarks for measuring future progress. (Badri, et al., 2006, p. 1142) 
Baldrige standards have become a common language for operational excellence and 
organisational improvement and its interest lies in the focus on systems (Baldrige Performance 
Excellence Program, 2015; Mohammad, Mann, Grigg, & Wagner, 2011). In the context of seeking how 
an Australian university responds to a problem in an unfamiliar, remote and emerging market scenario, I 
have acknowledged the critical systems thinking, viable systems model and Baldrige excellence 
framework to develop a systems dynamic approach. My preference is to extend the scope of Stringer’s 
‘look, think, act’ model (Stringer, 2014, pp.8-9) to a dynamic of ‘seeing, listening, thinking, 
argumentation and doing.’ Each of those dynamic components requires examination in terms of their 
rationale prior to implementation. 
122 
 
5.6.1 Seeing 
‘Seeing’ is different from ‘looking.’ We can look at something and visualise it but not see the essence 
of what it represents. A seminal text of the 1970s, Ways of Seeing, adds to the philosophy of systemic 
inquiry through the process of seeing: 
Seeing comes before words…we explain the world with words, but words can never undo the fact that 
we are surrounded by it. The relation between what we see and what we know is never settled. 
(Berger, 1972, p.7) 
In the art world, that is Berger’s principle domain, seeing is much more than just looking at a picture 
or scenario. To truly ‘see’ a picture one must acknowledge one’s own role in the viewing process. 
We never look at just one thing; we are always looking at the relation between things and ourselves. 
Our vision is continually active, continually moving, continually holding things in a circle around itself, 
constituting what is present to us as we are. (Berger, 1972. P. 9) 
This concept of ‘truly seeing’ reminds us of Thant Myint U’s question cited at the start of this study – 
are we really looking at Myanmar in the right way? – and preempts our thinking around the cycle of 
action research. As will be seen later with regards to the people of Yangon, I have used visual 
ethnography as a means of ‘seeing.’ These ‘explanative illustrations’ follow a tradition of using image 
when text is inadequate to portray meaning, and when the value of an illustration can be measured in 
terms of the viewer, or learner, understanding, commonly expressed in the maxim ‘a picture is worth 
ten thousand words’ (Mayer & Gallini, 1990). This ethnographic process, according to Pink, fits into the 
idea of  “creating and representing knowledge about society, culture, and individuals that is based on the 
ethnographer’s own experience.” It is “not objective or truthful, but is loyal to context and 
intersubjectivities” (Pink, 2011, p. 3) in a way that escapes from the academic forms of method and 
presentation (Allen P. B., 2012). This portrayal of ‘truth’ as an interpretation of what is seen or explained 
is used extensively in the scientific domain by translating concepts and observations into two-
dimensional, manageable and reproducible objects (Hoffmann & Wittman, 2013). It is endorsed in the 
field of economics to explain supply and demand and fiscal cycle models, as well as the parameters 
between what is survivable and sustainable, as depicted by Raworth (2017). 
As a research method, however, drawing and sketching is more than explanation. It can be seen as a 
valid way of producing knowledge through shared experience, and posing philosophical questions 
through the interpretation of narrative and critical thinking (Kettley, 2006; Mitchell, 2011; Mitchell, 
Theron, Stuart, Smith, & Campbell, 2011). The origin of this philosophy can be traced as far as the 
ancient Greeks in what is known as the ‘ekphrastic paradox,’ which is “the interrelationship of the verbal 
and the visual, of saying and seeing...painting compels us with its silent presence and yet at the same 
time gains its power from the linguistic paradigms we bring to our viewing.” (Gutzwiller, 2009, p. 39). In 
other words, the reaction of the viewer plays a role in creating truth and the “right interpretation of the 
painting...is based on recognition that its true meaning must be sought through supplementation 
provided by language.” (Gutzwiller, 2009, p. 54). This is leading us towards an alignment with the 
Buddhist concept of ‘right understanding’ that is based on an interpretation of truth. I have used 
illustrations as interpretative media seeking to gain an understanding of the people of Yangon, and they 
are equally useful in interpreting and enhancing the understanding of historic and heritage buildings: 
“drawings are an efficient way of conveying the evidence on which an interpretation is based, and are a 
powerful analytical tool in their own right.” (Adams, 2016, p. 1). 
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5.6.2 Listening 
Concurrent with Berger’s investigation into ways of seeing Gibson was coining the term 
‘affordance,’ whereby the environment provides the opportunity for action, as in the presence of a 
mountain ‘affords’ the opportunity to climb it, but also to build a chair lift to ascend it in a way that 
changes the natural environment into a man-made construct (Gibson, 1979). This led to what Clarke 
describes as an ecological perceptual theory considering the role of perception “understood as a 
relationship between environmentally available information and the capacities, sensitivities, and 
interests of a perceiver” (Clarke, 2005, p.91). In a similar approach to Berger, Clarke was referring to 
‘ways of listening’ and the “relationship between perception and action, adaptation and perceptual 
learning” (Clarke, 2005, p.19) in the musical environment where true ‘listening,’ as opposed to just 
‘hearing’ leads to a ‘resonance’ between the music and the listener. In ecological perception theory 
‘resonance’ is the active engagement of a person with its environment, demonstrated by actions 
motivated by perceptions (Spiegelberg, 2006). In the action research cycle imposed on the Viable 
Systems Model, then, listening is a proactive process of understanding the environment based on one’s 
perceptions derived from one’s own reflective background and an engagement with that environment. 
This concept will be harnessed in terms of ‘listening’ to the voices of Yangon communicated through the 
medium of print. 
5.6.3 Thinking 
‘Thinking’ is the cognitive processing of what is seen and what is understood through active 
listening. This cognitive process, undertaken in each ‘brain’ of the recursive organisation, acknowledges 
five stimulants as discussed earlier – conformist, reactive (informed and intuitive), proactive, compliant 
and cognitive (or reflective) – in a way that adapts the organisation, or organism to the demands of the 
environment, the ‘governor,’ the surrounding ‘texts’ and the day-to-day operations of the entity itself 
(Figure 21).  
 
Figure 21. Viable Systems Model showing ways of thinking. Image by the author. 
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Cognitive dissonance arises when, as often happens, these stimulants are in conflict with each 
other, and it is at these times when the Vice-Chancellor of a university or the CEO of a corporation must 
use ‘judgement’ to decide on a course of action. Finding the right balance between these conflicting 
interests to reach a point of compromise or consensus, or even a coalescence of perceptions, is the 
essence of leadership, a quality that can and should exist within all functionary elements of the systems 
model. At this stage, a good deal of dependence is placed upon the institutional texts and rulings that 
guide process and decision-making. 
5.6.4 Argumentation 
This leadership quality does not exist in isolation. Hence the importance of what I would 
consider the next additional component to Stringer’s model, which is the stage after ‘thinking.’ It is 
possible to consider this stage as ‘talking’ in order to recognise the vocal aspect of the action research 
dynamic. However, this seems too much of a one-way process, even though learning to ‘talk’ is one of 
the most fundamental developments of evolution that has enabled us to define the sophistication of 
mankind. The basic term of ‘talking’ does not embrace the non-verbal aspects of communication such as 
body language, tone, and the listening, social aspect. Both verbal and social aspects of argumentation 
can be acknowledged (Stede & Schneider, 2019) and therefore I have adopted the term ‘argumentation’ 
to emphasise the two-way, tacit and subtle nuances that exist in the interactions between people.  
Argumentation has its origins in the work of Aristotle who “sought to develop a general theory 
of persuasion and applied it to three types of speeches: the deliberative speech, which advises on a 
course of future action; the judicial speech, which accuses or defends someone whose past activities are 
to be judged; and the epideictic speech, which praises or blames a person of public interest” (Stede & 
Schneider, 2019, p. 1). In the educational context argumentation is a sequence or exchange of 
arguments, the process of arguing in, for example, educational, political and legal contexts, and can be 
used to refer to non-verbal interchange, visual presentation and spatial manifestation (Andrews R., 
2010). This aspect of inquiry is especially relevant to universities and corporate institutions because of 
their status,  ascribed by Senge and others as discussed earlier, as learning organisations. Habermas is a 
contributor to the historical narrative of action research theory and his work is also at the core of 
argumentation theory: 
Habermas’s particular contribution to the thinking about communication is his insistence that 
mutual understanding without coercion is the basis of rationality and of human consensus and 
social action. Within Habermas’s view of societies reaching consensus and thus being able to ‘get 
on’ with the business of the everyday world, argumentation has a particularly significant 
function. (Andrews, R., 2010, p.17) 
Andrews goes on to argue that this significance lies in maintaining a balanced position between 
the mundanity of everyday routines and the direct or strategic use of force, and emphasises Habermas’s 
assertion that argumentation is closely linked to learning, therefore at the heart of higher education 
(Andrew,R., 2010).  
In an institutional ethnographic context, visual argumentation also plays a subtle yet significant 
role as Andrews explains: 
It could be said that a single image can persuade – think of advertisements in magazines or 
billboards – but it would be harder to convince someone that such an image can argue. For 
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argument to be implicitly present, there must either be some tension within the image (for 
example, a contrast between poverty and affluence) or there must be at least two images 
juxtaposed so that tensions can be explored and a ‘point’ can be inferred. Such juxtaposition 
does not spell out its argument (indeed it might be coincidental); rather it offers the opportunity 
for inference and inductive argument through comparison. It is as though we are presented with 
evidence but without the propositions; we are asked to provide these for ourselves. (Andrews,R., 
2010, pp.50-51) 
There are many studies on the validity and effectiveness of visual argumentation and most 
conclude on the legitimacy of image as an argumentative device (Adams, 2016), (Hoffmann & Wittmann, 
2013; Allen, 2012; Pink, 2011; Mitchell, 2011; Linda Theron, Claudia Mitchell, Ann Smith, Jean Stuart 
(Eds.), 2011; Gutzwiller, 2009; Kettley, 2006; Mayer & Gallini, 1990). There are also studies on the 
effectiveness of radio to enhance the listening aspect of argumentation (Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation, 2016; Nyareza & Dick, 2012; Sasidhar, Suvedi, Vijayaraghavan, Singh, & Babu, 2011; 
Chandar & Sharma, 2003; Jamison & McAnany, 1978). This study makes use of illustration, not just to 
support a textual narrative, but also to demonstrate the process of ways of seeing, a quest for 
understanding, cognitive reasoning and argumentation. It is possible that visual and aural devices will 
also be used in the implementation phase of engagement, design and delivery solutions or ‘arguments’ 
related to education in Myanmar, subject to the results of an argumentation process. 
Argumentation, then, is a process of evolution, its own cycle within a recursive system of cycles 
that make up the learning spiral of an individual and an institution. A conversation or interview is 
undertaken, points emphasised and views exchanged, that drive the next conversation by making use of 
a ‘slingshot’ principle that harnesses momentum from one point of view to another towards consensus 
or transition into another domain.11 In this case the researcher is involved in the argumentation process, 
challenging the ‘way things are done’ and enabling people to develop their own understanding as a 
stimulant towards change based on truth, sincerity and appropriateness (Stringer, 2014, p.26). 
5.6.5 Doing 
The final stage in the initial cycle acknowledges Dewey’s work relating to the practice of doing as 
being inseparable from learning (Dewey, 1916), a concept that Aristotle introduced to us as phronesis, 
or wisdom derived from action (Woodfin & Groves, 2010), what Freire calls ‘praxis’ (Freire, 1974), what 
Csikszentmihalyi calls ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) and what Stringer (2014) refers to as ‘action.’ In the 
Buddhist tradition action is inherently a learning and dialectic process leading towards a state of 
enlightenment: 
According to Buddhist thought, we constantly perform actions of body, speech and mind 
(thoughts are also included in the concept of actions). These actions are divided into two basic 
types: wholesome and unwholesome. Wholesome actions lead to the well-being of self and 
others, and unwholesome actions lead to the opposite. It must be noted that the quality of an 
                                                          
11 The ‘slingshot’ principle is derived from the NASA Voyager programme launched in 1977 whereby a 
spacecraft uses the gravitational pull of one planet as a ‘slingshot’ to propel it towards its next destination. The 
discovery of the alignment of planets in the solar system at a particular time enabled NASA to take advantage 
of this principle to harness the dynamics of gravitational force, saving fuel and extending the Voyager journey 
in the process. Voyagers 1 and 2 have now left the solar system after completing one of NASA’s most 
successful missions. (NASA, 2019) 
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action is not determined by an outside party, such as a god, but rather it is inherent in the action 
itself based on the motivation that led it to be performed and its results. (Engelmajer P. F., 2013, 
pp.70-71) 
There are interesting connections here: firstly, that ‘action’ in the Buddhist sense includes the 
cyclical components of seeing, listening, thinking and argumentation discussed above. There is no 
separation or categorisation that is a feature of western thought (and, indeed, of this thesis). Secondly, 
there is a process of argumentation itself manifested in the dichotomy between ‘wholesome’ and 
‘unwholesome’ actions. In institutions such as a university this would be played out through the 
application of values and preferred behaviours, and their relationship with the day-to-day lives and roles 
of the participants. Thirdly, there is an acknowledgement of the self-contained viability of the 
interaction that is not dependent upon the intervention of an outside party but is cognisant of its 
influence. This is the fundamental principle of the recursive viable systems model that learns and adapts 
as of itself to gain experience, that leads to expertise, wisdom and, ultimately, in a Buddhist context, 
nirvana, and in a more vocational sense, competency (Figure 22). 
 
Figure 22. Slingshot principle of enlightenment towards competency. Image by the author. 
In a western context, this state of ‘nirvana’ is more usually expressed as being a ‘guru’ or more 
prosaically the ultimate go-to authority in all matters pertaining to a certain area of speciality. In an 
institutional sense, the role of ‘Australia University’, therefore, is to seek that status of competency that 
will distinguish it from other Australian universities in applying an educational solution aligned to the 
need in Myanmar and other emerging markets for a specific kind of education.  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 6 – FINDINGS and DISCUSSION 
This chapter documents the practical application of the theoretical construct in the context of 
‘Australia University’.  
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The institutional ethnographic analysis developed a framework and identified key touchpoints in 
‘Australia University’ that represent the ‘density’ of its capacity and capability to respond to a need for 
education in Myanmar. The viable systems model harnesses this framework to demonstrate a process of 
understanding and conversion of that ‘density’ to align with its appropriate market environment and 
deliver ‘competency’ in terms of actual performance. This is the first stage of the ‘enlightenment’ 
process where theoretical modelling develops into a systems dynamic and, ultimately, social change as 
an outcome of that active process. Action is recorded as layers of experience that are processed 
according to interest towards a level of expertise. The nurturing of this expertise eventually leads to a 
state of wisdom in a particular discipline which, through further application and study, results in an 
authoritative position. In Buddhist philosophy, this is akin to the merit-making process which may 
necessitate the maturing of the process through several lives eventually leading to a state of ‘nirvana.’ In 
more secular terms this role is often filled by ‘celebrity’ academics and popular culture-bearing figures. 
In a vocational sense this is the area of competency that operates between what is survivable and what 
is sustainable. The important point, however, is that each stage of the process towards the getting of 
wisdom, ‘guru’ and competency status conducts its own viable systems analysis through seeing, 
listening, thinking, argumentation and doing (Figure 23). 
 
Figure 23. The ‘seeing, listening, thinking, argumentation and doing’ concept applied to the viable systems model including 
‘texts and rulings’ and the ‘doughnut’ of competency. Image by the author. 
Through the discussions in the introduction around identity, typology and sustainability, the 
rationale for choosing Myanmar as an object of research, and the examination of differing perspectives 
and approach methods in the literature review, there becomes a point where the choice of 
methodology is put to action. This means, as a first stage process, conducting an assimilation and 
analysis of findings from the target environment based on an alignment with the institutional 
ethnographic profile through the viable systems model.  
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6.1 Data Assimilation 
The first step in this alignment will be to acquire information, or data, through a ‘seeing’ and 
‘listening’ process. To enable economies of scale and practicality I have narrowed the scope of the initial 
analysis to the city of Yangon. In ethnographic terms Yangon has accessibility, a richness of material and 
a social and economic dynamic that allows for the testing of theory and practice. It is however, as shall 
be seen, a difficult locus of enquiry, both from an outsider perspective and within the context of internal 
Myanmar political and cultural developments and sensitivities. This only contributes to its relevance and 
scope for engagement from an Australian university in considering how to respond to a fundamental 
need that is expressed in the day-to-day lives of Yangon residents. 
It should be noted that this is not a comprehensive and deep ethnography of the city of Yangon. 
It is rather a summary, with examples, of the complexity alongside which an Australian university is 
being asked to construct a response strategy. The outcome of this overview is to identify two or three 
lenses through which a deep ethnographic analysis can be focused as the next stage in an engagement 
process. Our concern is with the validity and efficacy of the process methodology, not so much with the 
content. 
6.1.1 City of Yangon 
Yangon, formerly known as Rangoon, was the capital of Myanmar until the government moved 
to the purpose-built city of Naypyidaw closer to the central zone of the country in 2005. Once a fishing 
port, the arrival of the British in the nineteenth century turned Yangon into a major trading post and it 
remains the capital centre of commercial activity. A significant part of that activity is the conversion of 
once-grand civil administration buildings into hotels, museums and arts centres to stimulate the growth 
of tourism and foreign investment. Many of the colonial-era buildings have been neglected and need 
extensive renovation and conservation, if their intrinsic or utility value can be realised. This depends 
upon the ability of the Yangon City Development Committee (YCDC), in collaboration with the Yangon 
Heritage Trust (YHT), to capitalise on its unique status in southeast Asia as perhaps the last ‘heritage’ 
city (Logan, 2002). 
Yangon however, like Mandalay as discussed earlier, has aspirations to become a ‘mega’ city and 
to play a large part in the economic growth strategies of both China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the 
global trend towards digital connectivity, sustainability and a green environment (Kraas, 2006). This is a 
formidable task for the city governors as the effects of over fifty years of military dictatorship and 
economic neglect, western sanctions and the destruction caused by Cyclone Nargis in 2008, have left the 
city in dire need of basic infrastructure. Only the sanction-defying input of Chinese money and, more 
lately, Japanese infrastructure investment, has enabled Yangon to survive as a metropolis and to 
prepare itself for a new start-up role in eco-tourism and sustainable urban development. It now has a 
population of over five million people with a considerable suburban sprawl and is subject to many 
modern building development projects (Morley, 2012). The Yangon Heritage Trust, founded in 2012, has 
managed to secure the protection of a number of colonial-era heritage properties and is working 
towards establishing a development programme that highlights the contribution of heritage architecture 
to the fabric and the culture of the city (Rooney, S. (Ed), 2016). 
Regardless of how much one reads, watches films or seeks stories from those who have been 
there, there is very little that can prepare one for the experience of arriving in Yangon for the first time. 
Those who are used to the bustle, modernity and overwhelming noise and aromas of Asian cities are 
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presented with a quietude brought on by the pervasiveness of green and gold as they glimpse fleeting 
images of the Schwedagon Pagoda between the leaves of trees that lined the streets between the 
airport and downtown. Gradually, the colour palette of the city becomes filled with the light blues of 
woodwork paint, the saffron of monks’ robes, and the red bricks of colonial-era heritage buildings. Only 
then, in a sense of shock, the other side of Yangon reveals itself: teeming streets, car horns, buses 
seemingly on steroids as they compete with one another for passengers, people walking in the road to 
avoid the potholes in the pavement sidewalks, dogs roaming everywhere and, ubiquitous in Asia, the 
multi-coloured plastic mini chairs and tables that serve as the meeting points for the young, old, 
workers, students and residents of the city. There are no motorcycles, a stark contrast to cities in 
Vietnam for example, and the streets are given over to cars and buses, a headache for the planners and 
social commentators who decry the loss of pedestrian flow. Yet there is something about Yangon that 
inspires, in the western visitor at least, words like ‘magical’ or ‘charming’ and ‘fascinating,’ all 
expressions that I have heard when the city comes up in conversation. This is the lyrical language of tour 
operators, eager to attract the more intrepid eco-tourists to experience a city, like an Asian Havana, set 
in the amber of the 1950s. 
But this is largely a delusion. The slums of Hlaing Tharyar, among other areas that surround the 
city, are alone home to 400,000 people, many of whom migrated to the city after Cyclone Nargis in 2008 
or were displaced by the shift from a labour intensive agricultural economy to one that is more 
technology-intensive (Pitukthanin, 2019). Commentaries in the post-2012 environment of socio-
economic and political change in Myanmar (Wiles, 2015; Russell, 2015; Cockett, 2015; Henderson & 
Webster, 2015; Thawnghmung, 2019) detect the same undercurrent of dispossession, struggle and 
hidden voices that will form part of the ‘listening’ process to be considered later. 
6.2 Seeing Yangon 
We have seen how the concept of ‘messiness’ has been used in the context of cities, from the 
idea of ‘proximate diversity’ that generates innovation from density of populations (Jacobs, 1969), to the 
‘triumph’ of suburban sprawl (Glaeser, 2012), and the dynamics of nodes and network links that create 
innovation hubs within and between cities regardless of national boundaries (Florida, 2008). Seeing a 
city, therefore, is to accept that everything about it is political in the most fundamental sense of the 
word. Magnusson (2011) maintains that the concept of the ‘polis’ inherited from Aristotle as an ideal 
and self-sufficient mechanism of sovereignty is unsustainable, and that the ancient Greeks feared the 
disorder, openness, variety and the idea that “what typifies the city is not the imposition of an 
overarching authority, but the multiplication of challenges to existing authorities of all sorts.” (p.117). In 
the city those features can be recognised and discussed in terms of the rulings and texts that determine 
the policies and processes of institutions, the same rulings that are used to justify a sense of sovereignty 
or authority over people’s lives. This can be manifested ‘top-down’ from a policing or military 
perspective but is also generated from the ‘bottom-up’ as people create their own ordering practices on 
many different scales:  
To see like a city is to recognise that political order is not something that can be fixed in any 
simple way...it is to accept a certain disorderliness, unpredictability and multiplicity as inevitable, 
and to pose the problem of politics in relation to that complexity. (Magnusson, 2011, p.120) 
In other words, says Magnusson, to see like a city is to grow up politically (2011, p.120), and in 
Yangon in transition this is an especially pertinent truth. The young Burmese poet Pandora tells us that 
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“everything for a Burmese person is political” (Wiles, 2015, p.203) and there is no doubt that, as cities 
continue to be the growth engines of the economy, they will increasingly become the political tools of 
whichever brand of centralised authority is in place. According to one commentator, urban 
improvement in Myanmar is still guided by a largely unchallenged and blinded state perspective focused 
on aesthetic and shallow measures, subject to centralised government rationality that seeks to gain 
some form of internationally competitive recognition rather than genuine and sustainable maturity. 
Urban sanitation, or the lack of it, is one of the more explicit epistemic lenses through which this 
phenomenon is played out (Sanchez, 2019).    
The way the city of Yangon is seen is determined by the choice of epistemic lens. There could be 
hardly any greater distance between the perspective of myself, a privileged white, middle-class Anglo-
Australian living in Melbourne and that of a “young Black woman who is half Kenyan and half Black 
American, who has lived in places that are either in the process of being ‘ruined’ (Zanzibar) or considered 
well past it (Zimbabwe).” (Bassett, 2017). Yet it is part of the paradox of Yangon that our first 
impressions of the city, with the deepest of respect to Bassett’s biographical profile and independent 
view, should be remarkably similar: 
I have no connection to this part of the world and was making my first trip to Myanmar. But 
when I woke up early on the first day of 2017 and set out for a walk through unfamiliar streets 
and an unfamiliar city, I felt a familiarity. I saw similarities with the streets of Stonetown or 
Harare or Cairo. I felt a familiarity. (Bassett, 2017, p.19) 
The familiarity that I sensed in Yangon was through the grid layout of the streets, a colonial 
device used in Melbourne and my home town of Roman Colchester in England as a means of control and 
efficiency; in the clock-tower style of architecture, again a feature of authority and compliance to order 
found in most colonial cities throughout the world; and in the multi-faceted nature of a place that suits 
the polymath. But the familiarity also came from the realisation of discomfort – here I am once again a 
foreigner, an unfamiliar in their world. Bassett too, feels this: 
Taking the lessons from places from Bermuda to Kuala Lumpur, what should happen in Yangon? 
The first step is to say upfront that I cannot tell the people of Yangon what they should do. Nor 
should I feel I should. There are so many things I do not know or understand as an outsider. The 
decisions and plans should not be made from the outside but should emerge from messy 
disagreement and debate in Yangon. (Bassett, 2017, p.39) 
Bassett, from literally the other side of the world to myself, has emphasised the notion of 
‘messy’ within a first impression, a word I have used in this context in a positive sense many times in this 
study, so far in relation to the characteristic of an Australian university and the overall nature of 
everyday life and education in Myanmar. It is particularly apt in the case of Yangon, a city that perhaps 
owes some of its resilience to its messy quality. 
For the purposes of this study Yangon can be seen through two different lenses: the people, 
including the residents, workers, men and women, children, monks and others; and the buildings, 
including heritage, religious, government and private, plus the curated and non-curated space between 
buildings. 
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6.2.1 People of Yangon 
Whereas the ethnography of ‘Australia University’ is institutional, the ‘matching’ process that is 
conducted as part of the critical systems alignment between organisations and organisms requires us to 
consider the people of Yangon. It is the everyday citizens, who are the ultimate recipients of educational 
solutions and are responsible for enterprise activities that generate emancipative and empowering, 
rather than merely coping, strategies. What is their profile, how do they spend their time, what do we 
know about them? How do we ‘see’ them?  
I have selected a dozen images to represent ways of seeing the people of Yangon. These are 
interpretations of urban society in transition and all of them depict a segment in the Yangon daily cycle – 
the early morning rituals of a waking city. The first image (Figure 24) is that of the early morning street 
market. The narrow, grid-layout streets of Yangon are taken over by vendors, many of whom have 
arrived off the pre-dawn ferries from outlying suburbs and shanty towns to sell their wares to office 
workers, residents and tourists. 
               
Figure 24. Market scene, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 25. Construction workers, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Construction workers are among the first customers, taking up position on the ubiquitous plastic 
chairs and tables that line the pavements, each table provisioned with a kettle and small cups for tea 
drinking (Figure 25). This is where mobile phones are consulted, jobs for the day allocated and gossip 
shared before heading to their work sites.   Into this mix of early morning risers, a line of monks walks 
slowly, barefoot and silent, carrying their wooden bowls open to receive alms from the people, some of 
whom wait with small bags of rice or other food and money (Figure 26).  
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Figure 26. Monks on early morning walk, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 27. Novice monk with alms bowl, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
 
This is all the monks live on, they are entirely dependent on what is given to them by the lay 
population. In return, the monks devote themselves to the spiritual wellbeing of the people, a system of 
exchange that has existed for hundreds of years. This codependency is striking when seen literally on 
the streets of the city – the line of robes is like a single thread of ancient tradition weaving through a 
chaotic scene of modernity and commerce. 
Separate from the others, a young novice monk seeks alms on the street in early morning 
Yangon (Figure 27). He is unsure of how to approach foreigners, still somewhat of an oddity in a city not 
yet fully open to the world. This is no tourist attraction but is a deliberate rite of passage for the 
Burmese who still consider that ultimate prestige and power lies with the penniless monk. It is powerful, 
but at the same time, at least to a western observer, somewhat confronting and a silent distance 
remains between the observer and observed.  
Meanwhile, a young boy struggles with his homework amidst the chaos of a printing workshop 
in a backstreet of downtown Yangon (Figure 28).  
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Figure 28. Young boy doing homework in print shop, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 29. Young boy selling bird seed, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
 
The respect for education in Myanmar is so ingrained that maths and English primers are sold 
ubiquitously around the streets of the city to supplement the poor resources of government schools and 
to act as fill-in study aids when the demands of running a family business override the luxury of going to 
school. Another boy has no such luck in having access to some form of education, at least for today. His 
task is to sell birdseed on the street, and perhaps the occasional tiny bird which he keeps in a basket by 
his feet (Figure 29). 
One boy heads to school through the central park of Yangon, accompanied by an old man 
(Figure 30). At the time that this old man was in his youth Myanmar, then known as Burma, was one of 
the best educated nations in southeast Asia and it has the potential to be so again, despite the decades 
of neglect that lie between these two individuals. It is the reconciliation between these two generations 
that is one of the most difficult aspects of Myanmar society for an outsider to attempt to understand.  
 
134 
 
            
Figure 30. Old man and young boy walking in the park, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 31. Monk looking towards Sule Pagoda, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
 
The penniless monk in the face of the exquisite and fabulous richness of temples faced with gold 
and the usually foreign-sourced drive towards modernity through commercial infrastructure is an 
enduring image of Myanmar. This Buddhist monk (Figure 31), silhouetted against the city skyline, 
observes the dichotomy between ancient spiritual culture and ultra-modern development as he looks 
towards the Sule Pagoda in the downtown business district of Yangon. How this monk perceives the 
view may be very different, or perhaps has much in common with the way that I, looking over his 
shoulder, interpret the same landscape. 
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Figure 32. Three generations of women wait for a bus in downtown Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 33. A construction worker takes a break on a downtown Yangon worksite. Pastel sketch by the author.    
Three generations of women wait for a bus in downtown Yangon (Figure 32). Yangon is 
notorious for its chaotic and highly competitive private-run bus system which must negotiate 
infrastructure that is old and neglected plus a growing influx of cars and taxis that choke up the city. 
Added to the confusion is the fact that many people walk on the roads because the pavements are too 
dangerous due to potholes and repair works that are usually carried out to make more space for even 
more cars.  
Having met his colleagues and friends earlier for morning tea, a construction worker takes a 
break on the site of a new infrastructure development in downtown Yangon (Figure 33). His skills and 
knowledge are gleaned through a combination of limited formal and informal on-the-job training. The 
rakish angle of his safety helmet and his cheerful disposition belie the uncertainty and risk that go with 
the life of a construction worker in the city of Yangon. 
Perceptions and prejudices are brought into question on encountering tradition at the market-
stall (Figure 34). Monks engage in the ultra-secular activity of negotiating a mobile phone deal, while a 
female stallholder takes a break to contemplate and question the presence of a western tourist 
observer. This is a reversal of roles that westerners may find idiosyncratic but may be perfectly natural 
in the cultures of what are regarded as the ‘other’. The marketplace is a crucible where the alignment 
and coalescence of complexities takes place, surprising us with irony and paradox, but ultimately 
creating a new paradigm for engagement.  
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Figure 34. A young stallholder and monks in Aung San Market, Yangon. Pastel sketch by the author. 
Figure 35. A young couple take a lunchtime stroll in a Yangon park. Pastel sketch by the author. 
 
A new middle-class is emerging in Myanmar, as it is in the rest of Asia as part of a trend towards 
greater affluence and global mobility. A young couple shelter from the sun in a park in central Yangon 
during their lunch break (Figure 35). Although they would have been born and spent their early lives 
within a country under military oppression and virtually no access to the outside world, young people 
such as these are now embracing the openness of modern technology, access to contemporary fashions 
and trends, and a chance to harness whatever educational opportunities may be available to them 
through local or international networks. 
What is ‘seen’ of the people in the city of Yangon is colour, diversity and a gathering of 
generations. This may not be peculiar to Yangon in particular, as such diversity exists in any vibrant 
modern city. But there are few places where there is such a dependency between the sacred and the 
profane, between the spiritual role of the monks and the bazaar economy of the street market. There is 
nothing of the tourist display about the early morning walks that the monks embark on through the 
streets. All of the monks’ faces are hidden as they walk away towards an infinite space, a narrative 
repeated in Myoe Win Aung’s Praying Novices (2002), Soe Moe’s We Seek The Truth (2001) and Kyaw 
Shein’s Pa O Pilgrims (2002) as well as in many other characteristic works (Thanegi, 2006, pp. 100-108). 
This narrative of the view from behind in Burmese art is distinct, as far as I know, from anything in the 
western canon.12 This form of self-effacement may have much to do with the times, when to show one’s 
                                                          
12 The only example I know of in western art is a Roman depiction of a woman, thought to be Europa, from a 
wall in Stabiae, Naples, purported to be a copy of an original painting by Apelles, the favourite artist of 
Alexander the Great, from around 340 BCE. The viewer follows Europa from behind as she is picking flowers on 
her way to meet her handmaidens and her mythological fate at the hands of Zeus. See: Schefold, K. (1967) 
Classical Greece. Plate 43, p.196. 
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face was to risk exposure to perceived malevolent authority, in other words borne out of fear. But it is 
also to do with the sense of nationalistic identity, as discussed earlier, and with the drawing in, as well as 
the confronting, of the viewer into an undefinable Buddhist world. This human element is a critical 
component of a unique urban heritage that characterises the city of Yangon.  
6.2.2 Heritage of Yangon 
This urban heritage has been defined by a Myanmar government minister as follows: 
Urban heritage consists of tangible heritage that includes natural and cultural heritage along 
with human-made heritage indicative of the urban history along with important landmarks 
combined with intangible heritage consisting of urbanscapes, urban silhouette, important vistas 
and visual axises (sic) as well as the character, traditions and behavioural patterns of the people, 
defining their own distinctive character or an identity of a particular urban area (Oo, 2014, p.2). 
Thus, personal history, including human intervention in the form of building and infrastructure 
into the landscape, is an integral part of what is considered as urban heritage and our evaluation of this 
heritage “falls short of understanding if the perception of the people is not included.” (Oo, 2014, p.3) 
People’s perception, according to the Minister for the Department of Human Settlement and 
Housing Development, is determined by a combination of tangible and intangible heritage. Tangible 
heritage includes natural and geographical features and the human built environment; intangible 
heritage includes those uses, activities, interactions and culture that surround locations such as the 
waterfront, urban lakes and parks, religious buildings, government buildings and institutes, downtown 
areas based on ethnicity (e.g. Chinatown) or trade and enterprise (Yangon still has streets dedicated to 
book binding and selling, electrical repairs, metal fabrication, and basket manufacturing). It is a 
combination with its own set of conflicts that are manifested in a series of concerns that include traffic 
congestion and parking places taking priority over walking spaces. The most concerning from the 
perspective of this study are the overcrowding of living space, less available natural ventilation and 
sunshine, and the loss of privacy (Oo, 2014). These relatively small-scale issues are the most important 
when it comes to addressing problems of sustainability in the developing urban environment of Yangon, 
a point echoed by Bassett:  
“it helps to think on a smaller scale, to imagine the future and preservation of specific buildings. 
This specificity is not only easier to imagine than complex history; specificity is the point. There 
are many dishonesties involved in colonial nostalgia but perhaps the most egregious is the use of 
broad strokes, moulding the history of Singapore to be no different from that of Yangon. The 
vagueness extends to taking the experience of the most elite of the elite and selling it as a 
norm.” (Bassett, 2017, p.39). 
It is not enough, therefore, to be interpreting illustrations of street life as representative of 
specific issues that relate to ‘seeing’ the city of Yangon and using this as a means towards understanding 
how to respond to the educational needs of the people. Bassett is correct in exposing the danger of 
generalisation and the imposition of one’s own set of norms on another environment. This means that 
the seeing process needs to go deeper into a more specific domain, and one that addresses the 
sustainability of connections between the people and the buildings they inhabit as residents and 
entrepreneurs. Girke refers to this connectivity as that between ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ heritage: 
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This top-down and holistic approach stimulates the broad appreciation, apparently even on the 
part of the government that neglected and abandoned them just a few years ago, of Yangon’s 
colonial-era buildings – and of the visual beauty of their facades – as a group. I call this generic 
approach “thin heritage.” It emphasizes architecture, aesthetics and antiquity, and it makes non-
specific claims about importance that are addressed to a global audience, particularity of given 
buildings, their histories, their associated communities, ongoing lived practices and particular 
interests overshadowed. To formulate claims and narratives based on this experiential 
connection between people and buildings...would, in contrast, represent “thick heritage”. But, in 
Yangon, “thick heritage” has not managed to step outside the penumbra of “thin heritage” into 
the light and find its own audience or its own legitimacy. (Girke, 2015, p.90) 
Girke goes on to discuss the case of the Law Courts building (Figure 36) in central Yangon and its 
potential to be converted back to a domain for the practice of law through individual firms and private 
enterprise, hence passing over its legitimacy from a centralised authority with a penal mandate to one 
that is more in service to the rights and statutes related to ordinary people (2015).  
 
Figure 36. The Law Courts building, downtown Yangon. Photograph by the author. 
This would fit into an approach that recognises the ‘unseen’ elements of the city, specifically 
land and property rights issues that are highly problematic for families seeking to carve out livelihoods in 
accommodation where it is by no means clear as to who has ownership. The lack of clarity on the rights, 
terms and transfer of historic properties that make up the bulk of residential accommodation in the 
central district of Yangon is exacerbated by contested ownership and the difficulty, sometimes 
impossibility, of finding signatures for transfer, especially when the original land rights lay in the hands 
of the military or generations that have since moved on (World Monuments Fund, 2015). This is a 
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challenge in any attempt to bring together the ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ elements of heritage within the city of 
Yangon, yet it is a critical element in understanding what could be achieved through a sustainability 
perspective on the development of Yangon as a viable heritage and modern Asian city. 
The ’Strategic Urban Development Plan of the Greater Yangon’ sets out a development vision 
with the slogan “Yangon 2040, the Peaceful and Beloved Yangon – A City of Green and Gold.” (Aung U. 
T., 2015). There are four pillars to this development vision: (i) to be an international hub city, (ii) to be a 
comfortable city, (iii) to be a well-managed infrastructure city and (iv) to be a city of good governance. 
This means being able to combine the key elements of Yangon’s urban heritage that includes the ‘thin’ 
and ‘thick’ components of, as discussed above, specialised streets and the clustering of activities, street 
life dynamics and small business economies, ethinic communities and pedestrian walks. These are 
sustainability elements that, in combination with the physical properties of the residential buildings 
themselves, start to create an image of a city that is as much established on its past as developed on its 
future. If the governance of its property rights and ownership issues can be resolved the buildings 
themselves are inherently capable of performing sustainability functions: “the old brick buildings of 
Yangon have many advantages. They resist the intense heat that bathes the city most of the year. They 
were built to have good passive ventilation, so even when the power is out, fresh air can still circulate. 
These are advantages that benefit anyone living or opening a business in an older building.” (Min, 2015, 
p.22) A typical three-storey residential block in central Yangon (Figures 37 & 38) has ventilated 
balconies, awnings, shutters and plants occupied to create natural air circulation and shade. 
                
Figure 37. Apartment buildings, downtown Yangon. Photograph by the author. 
Figure 38. Apartment buildings, downtown Yangon. Photography by the author. 
 
The thick walls and high ceilings of these city blocks offer natural resistance to heat, and the 
light pastel shades of the facades are reflective without being glaring, as is the case in modern glass-
fronted buildings. The small windows (Figure 44) enable the management of light, temperature and air 
flow. 
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Seen from the inside (Figure 39), shade is a strong element in creating a comfortable 
environment, extending outwards to the street where people can gather to do business (Figure 40). 
     
Figure 39. Interior scene of Yangon Heritage Trust building. Photograph by the author. 
Figure 40. Merchant Street commercial building, Yangon. Photograph by the author. 
 
It is in this kind of environment that local networks can thrive: “these streets represent a sense 
of community that is demonstrated by people’s willingness to provide for others and decorate their 
storefronts and sidewalks. They engage in a wide spectrum of society, from the elderly to small children, 
with notable areas of gathering. Elsewhere in Yangon, beyond downtown, there have been important 
efforts to capitalise on these social bonds and opportunities for dialogue, including partnerships between 
communities, heads of 100 households, Ward level officials, and YCDC Departments have led to 
improvements in roads, drains and street lights.” (Slingsby, 2015, p.87). 
It is through the lenses of the Yangon City Development Corporation (YCDC) and the Yangon 
Heritage Trust (YHT) that the city can be seen in terms of its potential as a sustainable and liveable place 
that combines both conservation and development. The Yangon Heritage Strategy, developed in 
collaboration between the YCDC and the YHT, identifies key principles that will contribute to the aspired 
status of Yangon as Asia’s most liveable city. These include (i) a resilient city that can withstand climate 
extremities and disaster risks, (ii) an economically viable city that encourage enterprise and investment, 
and (iii) a city that can identify a unique characteristic among world cities based on its natural, cultural 
and built heritage (Sarah Rooney (Ed), 2016). 
These principles help to formulate a vision for Yangon that incorporates the best of all worlds: a 
proposed scenario (Figure 41) manages to emphasise the continued dominance of the Schwedagon 
Pagoda, shown as a glint of gold in the top left of the picture, as well as the conservation of colonial-era 
public waterfront buildings, an extensive park where old dock facilities now exist and, in the middle 
distance, a new business and residential district representing the investment brought in through 
commerce and tourism. 
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Figure 41. Vision of future riverside development in Yangon. Image source: Yangon Heritage Trust (2018). 
This image is far from reality at this stage, but it does represent a way forward that determines 
the kind of conversations the city authorities are having, and it enables those seeking to formulate a 
response, such as an Australian university, to shape an agenda that aligns with the vision of the YHT and 
the YCDC.  
Furthermore, behind this vision a strategy can be discerned that is developing in three phases. 
The first is a set of interim measures, including a moratorium on the demolition of heritage assets, the 
designation of conservation areas and the review of commercial uses and development that threatens 
public assets. This is followed by an awareness strategy that includes the organising of public tours, 
application of blue plaques to designated heritage sites, the completion of a set number of definitive 
historic conservation projects and the protection of green-belt areas, as well as continued training and 
awareness programmes. Finally, the long-term strategy is to have an impact on planning controls and 
regulations that incorporate guidelines for new development and major projects (Sarah Rooney (Ed), 
2016). 
There is a great deal more detail to the Yangon Heritage Strategy, including plans for street 
architecture, the use of trees and lighting, parking provision for cars, laneways for bicycles and 
pedestrians, the use of public space and sustainable tourism. Of interest is the provision for education 
and adaptability to the knowledge economy, identified as a key strategic component in the 
development of the city. Plans for the University of Yangon include the development of the 
‘Windermere compound,’ a designated hub attached to the university for non-government 
organisations, think tanks and government bodies to use as a central facility to enable good governance 
and best practice (Sarah Rooney (Ed), 2016). This vision of public and private partnership is central to 
many of the initiatives proposed in the strategy, not least in the references to best practice examples 
from around the world, including development partnerships in the City of London, the use of laneways 
in Melbourne, a smart city campus in Barcelona, and the provision of affordable and mixed housing in 
Singapore. In short, the YCDC and the YHT can draw from a large number and variety of urban and 
heritage-led development projects from around the world. This open and inclusive way of seeing Yangon 
has great potential for the development of a response strategy. 
 
142 
 
6.3 Listening to Yangon 
Of critical importance, however, are the voices of the people of Yangon. The vision for the city 
can be based as much on best practice from international examples and initiatives, but it is the people of 
Yangon who are the ultimate stakeholders in the future shape and culture of the city. The overall voice 
of the people has not been well represented: 
The activities of ordinary people are studied by some humanitarian and development 
organisations, primarily with the goal of identifying what promotes or impedes certain positive 
income-generating activities. So far, studies that focus on the lives and activities of ordinary 
citizens have overlooked the broader socio-political implications of such activities almost entirely. 
Among the studies that do examine everyday activities through a political lens, the tendency has 
been to focus on the forms of quotidian resistance among ordinary citizens rather than on the 
activities in which people are deferring authority structures or accommodating themselves to the 
status quo...By examining everyday life for ordinary citizens in Myanmar, we can see that the 
manner in which most people are currently going about surviving rarely aligns with the norms 
and practices considered integral to democratic culture. (Thawnghmung, 2019, pp. 175-176) 
There is a dissonance between what is envisaged or seen by outsiders or those in positions of 
authority and influence, and those who encounter the everyday issues of survival and sustainability in 
the city. What Thawnghmung refers to as ‘coping strategies’ are ultimately self-defeating because of the 
sacrifices that are made in terms of contributions to long-term development and the productivity of 
assets, often with attempts to mitigate these sacrifices through, for example, gambling: “in Burma 
lottery addicts become mired in debt, frequently pawning or selling their possessions to be able to 
continue purchasing lottery tickets. More generally, when harsh circumstances and lack of credit lead 
poorer families to take out high-interest loans, their debt burden often worsens their situation.” 
(Thawnghmung, 2019, p. 179). The voices that are most prevalent, therefore, in creating our impression 
of the city, are not necessarily those of collective protest but are expressions of individual adaptation: 
“the vast majority of self-defeating accommodation strategies – attempts to cut spending on food, 
education, and health care and intensifying resource extraction – are employed at the individual and 
household levels and do not involve collective action, build social trust, or promote goal-focused 
cooperation over shared concerns.” (Thawnghmung, 2019, p.190). 
Many of these voices are given expression in Yangon Echoes, the photographic and 
ethnographic essay into the lives of those who live in the colonial-era heritage buildings of Yangon that 
demonstrates the diversity of people involved in the accommodation and coping strategies: 
Entire communities, families, couples, and those living alone make homes in Yangon’s heritage 
buildings. If some storytellers fondly remember lessons learned from their grandparents or focus 
on spiritual values, others cherish their knowledge of building materials, recall the memory of 
selling an antique to pay bills, or still wonder when an official letter will arrive requiring them to 
move. Many storytellers are elders who have spent their lives in just one place. Some are much 
younger, briefer visitors to a space with heritage values. Our storyteller occupations include 
tailor, teacher, cook, station master, photographer, caretaker, fisherman, tour guide, student, 
cleaner, policeman, glassmaker, soldier, monk, lawyer, unemployed, civil servant, home maker, 
designer, doctor, delivery man, taxi driver, mathematician, religious scholar, aid worker, 
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politician, merchant and engineer. They are Buddhist, Moslem, Hindu and Christian people with 
ancestral roots near and afar. (Henderson & Webster, 2015, p.15) 
A typical story comes from a long-term resident of a dilapidated colonial-era heritage building 
where ownership rights are so obscure that there is an ironic and paradoxical acceptance of the almost 
certainty of uncertainty: 
The original owner thinks this building is managed by someone else and that there’s no need to 
do any repairs. The people here think that it’s not their place to do the repairs that are needed. 
Sometimes I fix things myself...I’ve done a little to my place, just so it’s liveable. I don’t have to 
pay any rent, but we pay for the electricity and rubbish collection. The ceiling and plaster are 
falling off, but there’s still the original wrought iron, marble and woodwork...I don't know 
whether I like this building or not. It doesn’t matter to me, I just live here. This is a place to stay, 
that’s all. I’ll live here as long as I can, until it is demolished. (Henderson & Webster, 2015, p.51) 
Another family living in an old railway goods office made built from English bricks dated to 1865 
has a similar story: 
This building is so old, many people are concerned about how to repair it. A small branch inside 
the railways used to carry out maintenance once a year, but that stopped nearly twenty years 
ago because they had no budget. Some families ran away the night Cyclone Nargis destroyed the 
roof and the ceiling collapsed. Minor repairs were done after that, but this place needs major 
work. Some rooms still don’t have ceilings. Most families use plastic sheets to protect them from 
the rain. The building also shakes a bit when trucks carrying heavy containers pass. But we get 
the breeze from the river, and it feels very healthy. The view from the balcony is great. This place 
is also near the market, shops and food stalls, so we can eat anytime, and it’s easy to walk or 
catch a bus...Our room is about thirty-feet long by about twenty feet, so not a huge space for 
four people. --, a nephew, also lives here with us. When my mother-in-law and family come from 
North Okkalapa, there is no place for them to sit. So we stand up... (Henderson & Webster, 2015, 
p. 126). 
The common voice in these stories is one of resilience. Making-do strategies, in the absence of 
clarity over ownership laws and property rights, dominate everyday decision-making. The case of a 
construction worker in Yangon illustrates this dilemma: 
Scaffolding and blue tarpaulin cover the entire front wall of a nine-storey building in Yangon’s 
central south, where shirtless construction workers shout and laugh while they work. Some wear 
hats to protect themselves from the sun: their flimsy cotton trousers have holes and are smeared 
with paint and cement. The site inside the building is a mess. Timber planks of varying lengths 
have been hastily stacked next to large bags of cement, steel rods and a bewildering array of 
tools and equipment. It’s difficult to breathe because the air is full of dust. (Aung N. N., 2012, 
p.1-2)   
This narrative continues to portray the conditions of construction workers navigating slippery 
bamboo scaffolding without harnesses in the frequent rain storms that occur in Yangon. Also, it tells of 
family members as young as fourteen having to take over from elder brothers who have died to look 
after elder family members who are sick: 
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“Construction workers don’t have life insurance – or any kind of insurance. They are paid daily 
and, depending on the nature of their work, they may be constantly working at different sites. 
We try to take every precaution to avoid accidents but there’s no failsafe way” said U Kyaw Soe, 
the construction site manager. “You can find the quantity of labors (sic) you need, but it’s 
difficult finding workers who are interested in their job and get things done quickly. And most 
labourers will quit and join another construction company for a K500 or K1000 pay rise. We hire 
them, they turn to work, but the next day they just disappear. That’s pretty standard,” he said. 
(Aung N. N., 2012, p.1-2). 
But there are also voices of hope and empowerment, particularly from a younger generation. A 
young Yangon poet, identified as ‘Pandora’ in Wiles (2015), talks about the universal problem of the 
dumbing down of literature and a trend towards more motivational, direct messages, suggesting that 
censorship in this regard is actually good for poetry as it encourages greater sensibility in a restricted 
environment as well as providing a clue to university engagement: “the main thing I would change for 
Myanmar is the education system...I think we can produce more good professionals. I would like creative 
writing to be taught, and included in curriculums. But the government has to be willing. I hope 
universities from other countries can assist us in this.” (Wiles, 2015, p.203). One way in which overseas 
universities can and do assist is in the education of Burmese individuals who do manage to make the 
leap, via family sponsorship or government grants, into the international tertiary education system. One 
of my own MBA students, a female from Myanmar, expressed a dream from teenage-hood of building a 
business to help solve global social issues such as female empowerment. Travel and the understanding 
of differing perspectives, was one of her educational strategies.  
Empowerment and the power of voice has taken on a new meaning in Myanmar since the 
opening up of the telecommunications market in 2013 and an exponential increase in mobile phone 
usage from a low base of less than 10 percent of the population (Thomas, 2013). The usage is now 
around 60 per cent among the age group 15 to 65, with the main users being men for livelihood and 
business purposes, followed by ‘clanning’ or keeping in touch with family and peers, and finally for 
security purposes: “males work and have business so they carry the phone. But if the wife has business 
she also has one. Today, even youngsters and children have a mobile.” (Female, 19, in Zainudeen & 
Galpaya, 2015, p. 42). 
In Yangon, the smartphone has become a standard, with the concomitant emphasis on brand – 
“I want the latest model to feel modern” (Female, age between 18-29, in Zainudeen & Galpaya, 2015, p. 
38). But this of course comes with a desire for the latest in applications which, in Yangon and across 
Myanmar, is Facebook. 
Many consider Facebook the only entry point for information, and many regard postings as 
news. Before mobile phone penetration expanded in Myanmar, people in rural areas such as 
Pantanaw had limited access to news either via radio or TV, and the signal of the few state-run 
stations was poor. Word of mouth was the main source of information and it seems that reading 
(and believing) postings on Facebook replaces other information sources. Many were just 
reading whatever came up in their news feed, as they did not know how to post, search, add 
friends, or ‘like’ postings. Mobile owners we spoke to in Yangon had more technical skills, so they 
understood that postings may not be news and could be used to spread rumours. Many of them 
tended to use Facebook to search for information and to read news from media houses like 
Eleven or Irrawaddy. The majority of qualitative respondents were interested in celebrities, crime 
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news (in order to be aware of crime and be more cautious), fashion, and beauty. Men showed 
more interest in current affairs, national politics, and soccer results. (Zainudeen & Galpaya, 2015, 
p. 58). 
 
For a country that has experienced such a rapid acceleration into the digital arena of mobile 
phones and social media applications there is a risk of exploitation and misuse, rendering the 
authenticity and reliability of the voice heard from this platform to be suspect. The New York Times has 
reported that the introduction of Facebook to Myanmar has been the result of an unwitting strategy, 
dangerous in “a country new to the digital era and still emerging from decades of censorship, all the 
while plagued by political and social divisions. In Myanmar, Facebook essentially is the internet – and, by 
extension, the only source of information – for some 20 million people. Mobile phones sold there already 
have Facebook installed.” (New York Times, 2018, November 6th). This issue of social media voice is one 
that is still in its early stages but already has the potential for insidious interpretation, particularly 
around questions of identity as discussed in the first chapter to this study. The issue reverts again to the 
question of education and censorship, possibly leading to greater controls and restrictions placed upon 
the creation and distribution of information. There is no doubt that the voices coming out of Myanmar 
are louder, more creative and empowered with expression, but this could be at the cost of extremism 
and mendacity from a misinformed society. Part of the response of an Australian university needs to be 
cognisant of this, once again, unpredictable trend. 
 
In the light of this unpredictability, therefore, it is appropriate to question the alignment of 
educational skills in Myanmar with global developments. Under the auspices of the United Nations, the 
Sustainable Development Goals address education with particular emphasis on lifelong learning, quality 
and inclusive education (United Nations, 2019). Win (2017) suggests that there is a gap in the 
understanding of the Sustainable Development Goals in the Myanmar education sector, felt most 
strongly in the area of teacher education. In listening to the voices of teachers that took part in focus 
group discussions the dominant themes were an urgent need for quality education, a need to look at the 
education systems of other countries (Singapore and Malaysia were highlighted), to understand local 
needs and to adopt systematic planning methodologies. Also, quality was interpreted as meaning 
international quality standards, and being able to use up-to-date skills such as critical thinking. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the social and economic pressures of everyday life have an impact on the 
attendance and retention rates at schools. The teachers in the focus group expressed concern that these 
pressures, along with transportation and safety issues in having to travel long distances across 
dangerous terrain in remote areas, have an impact on the effectiveness of schooling. This negative 
impact carries through to the vocational sector where the weaker and more disadvantaged students 
tend to enter the technical high school sector that is not well supported with budget or quality technical 
training. Furthermore, the teachers claim, in spite of the acknowledgement of the need for critical 
thinking skills, all assessments are exam-centred, making it difficult to apply new methods that they 
have been taught at training college, with even teacher trainees learning by rote. This points to a need 
to build the capacity of teachers through other ways: 
 
Beyond training, professional networks could be set up where the teacher educators can work in 
collaboration with others from different education institutions. Mentoring and monitoring 
schemes could be encouraged within institutions and across institutions...More importantly, the 
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changes at all levels should always reflect the Sustainable Development Goals and values. (Win 
M.M., 2017, p.8) 
 
A mentoring scheme has been set up at Myeik University in southern Myanmar with Australian 
government-funded volunteer mentors helping to develop educational pedagogies and communications 
and research improvement. This scheme, run by the Australian Volunteers International Development 
(AVID), provides three Australian volunteers to work as an English as a Foreign Language Teacher 
Trainer, an International Liaison Mentor and an Intercultural Communications Mentor. This is part of a 
programme that links Myeik University with other universities in Thailand, Japan, China, UK, Russia, 
Cambodia, India, Indonesia and Malaysia, with the aim of academic capacity building and collaboration 
around issues relating to conservation and the effects of climate change that have a critical impact in the 
remote region of Myanmar in which Myeik University operates (Frohman, Kimber, & Siememsma, 2017). 
The significance of this project, from the perspective of this study, is that it highlights the key role of 
universities towards instilling the kind of thinking needed to implement the Sustainable Development 
Goals: 
 
Sustainable development challenges require evidence-based solutions, technologies and 
innovations. Universities, with their research capabilities, can facilitate the sharing of such 
solutions through both academic and business circles over the long term. As agents of change, 
universities can promote collaboration with many sectors of local communities and provide 
leadership in project management if they have the will, capacity and support. (Frohman, Kimber, 
& Siememsma, 2017, p. 4). 
 
These voices from the teachers and university representatives in Myanmar are expressing the 
critical role of overseas universities in contributing to sustainable projects and solutions that relate to 
pedagogy. As such, they have an influence on the thinking process that leads to decision-making from an 
Australian university perspective. 
 
6.4 Thinking About Yangon 
 
At this stage I would like to refer back to the Viable Systems Model and Springer’s action 
research process that is the basis of the learning organisation that I am adapting as part of this 
institutional ethnographic study. To the cognisant process that follows seeing and listening I have 
ascribed six separate elements: (i) informed reaction (ii) intuitive reaction (iii) conformity (iv) compliance 
(v) cognitive reflectivity and (vi) proactivity. These are the roles of the ‘brain’ of the organisation and I 
shall examine them in the context of the institution as part of the ethnographic approach towards 
building an understanding and designing a response. The ‘information’ in terms of what is seen, what is 
listened to and what is read, much of which is contained within the first chapters of this study as 
qualitative and quantitative data, is, of course, incomplete but it represents a sample of the available 
material on which to build a rationale for the next stage of the response process. 
 
6.4.1 Informed Reaction 
 
An informed reaction is based on what is known, however limited that scope of knowledge may 
be. Where the popular level of acceptability on which to base viable decision-making may be around a 
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certainty of 75 or 80 per cent practicality suggests that this can be much lower in many cases but 
unlikely to be higher. A participant of ‘Australia University,’ based on a summary of the ‘review,’ ‘seeing’ 
and ‘listening’ data so far received can begin to align market knowledge with institutional capacity and 
capability to create an informed data-set of characteristics relating to the city of Yangon on which to 
build a response strategy. 
 
Firstly, there is a clear sense of pluralism in terms of identity, still manifested in the large 
number of culturally and linguistically distinct peoples that make up the federated nation of Myanmar 
and the large number of different ethnic groups and nationalities living and working in Yangon, some of 
which continue to fight or struggle for some form of autonomy, representation and recognition. This 
inevitably leads to a broad diversity in terms of educational typology from local vocational training 
traditionally and historically delivered by monks in the field to international standard higher education 
and alternative methodologies. The outcomes from this diversity are differing levels of dissonance and 
inequalities in terms of what is considered to be a ‘decent living’ by various elements in society, 
resulting in a ‘messiness’ around urban lifestyles, political and socio-economic dynamics and 
governance. The responses to this among local populations are forms of resilience in terms of everyday 
survival and ‘making-do’ in extreme circumstances, leading to almost enforced measures of 
sustainability such as the adaptation of infrastructure and the integration of ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ heritage, 
especially when there is no alternative to existing residential accommodation and commercial 
enterprise is developed within those constraints. Out of this scenario, however, there is a pervading 
sense of opportunity and hope in terms of a youthful determination towards employment and 
empowerment, particularly in the area of gender equality. 
 
An Australian university can then begin to plot these characteristics alongside the key areas of 
priority determined from its analysis of product and service capacity and capability and alignment with 
identified key opportunity trends. This rational aspect of reactivity is based upon experience, willingness 
to accept scientific data and objective research amounting to what may be regarded as ‘truth’ in so far 
as the limitations of study allow access to the available information. An informed reaction can only be 
based on what is known and the summary of characteristics outlined above encapsulate a ‘known’ set of 
factors that can be plotted alongside the summation of university capacity and capability within 
Australian government priorities and global risk and opportunity trends (Figure 42). 
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Figure 42. University alignment with Myanmar market characteristics. Image by the author. 
 
This informed reaction, however incomplete or subjective that information may be, is based 
upon a ‘ground truth’ derived from a specific ‘Australia University’ perspective and standpoint within a 
national and global environment, directed towards an equally incomplete and subjective ‘market’ 
scenario. The important aspect of this reaction is the recognition of its complexity, thus allowing for 
some form of specialisation alongside the matching of complexity to take place. 
 
6.4.2 Intuitive Reaction 
Alongside this rational interpretation it must be acknowledged that there is a degree of 
irrationality based on intuition or what may be regarded as ‘gut-feel’ that is not constrained by access to 
information and is only limited by the extent of one’s prejudices and attitude towards the subject of 
inquiry. Although this aspect of thinking and decision-making has been addressed in academic circles 
(Dane & Pratt, 2007; Salas, Rosen, & DiazGrandos, 2010; Miller & Ireland, 2005; Khatri & Ng, 2000) as 
well as in popular literature (Gladwell, 2005; Klein, 2003) there is an acknowledgement that this type of 
rapid, sub-conscious and holistic approach is not fully understood. Indeed, the very concept of this type 
of thinking and reaction defies definition and anticipates unknown factors.  
In the case of ‘Australia University’ a default intuitive reaction to the potential of Myanmar as a 
new market is one of risk-averse conservatism. Like many other Australian universities, as discussed 
earlier, Australia is dependent upon a cash-flow generated by large-scale student enrolments, almost a 
third of which are sourced from full-fee paying overseas students. Myanmar does not yet fit into that 
premium source category, in spite of evidence to show its outlier growth performance and potential. 
This means that the ‘capacity to pay’ still has a significant influence on intuitive decision-making with 
regards to Myanmar and to other remote and emerging markets. This mercenary imperative is 
embedded within the culture of Australian universities to the extent that it becomes a default position 
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and there is little evidence to show at this stage that one university out of the Australian pack is 
prepared to adopt a more radical and independent approach.  
This ‘default’ positioning is determined by branding. In a mass-market university environment, 
as described earlier by Davis (2017), defining the brand of a university is very difficult as there is little to 
distinguish the institutions, especially in the Australian context since the reforms of the 1990s. However, 
the increasing competitiveness of the Australian university market, especially in the search for 
international full fee-paying students, has encouraged managers to adopt some form of brand 
positioning that becomes part of the intuitive response to market circumstances, such as the need for 
education in Myanmar. 
The reliance on brand as a symbol of intuitive response is driven by the understanding of brand 
as (i) representing a collection of promises, that include jobs, the shaping of individual character and 
social and educational experience, (ii) a set of realities that can be measured as retention rates and the 
diversity of the student population, and (iii) various symbolic elements that include visual imagery 
components such as the colour, logo design and overall ambience of the institution. Other factors 
contributing to the brand include educational identity or diversity, location, sports and social facilities, 
the learning environment, community and industry links (Ali-Choudhury, Bennett, & Sarani, 2009). The 
basic notion of a university brand is defined by these kind of operational perspectives and activities, but 
there has been a lack of empirical knowledge as to what exactly university decision-makers regard as a 
university brand, hence the acceptance that it is largely intuitive in nature. Recent attempts have been 
made, however, to place some form of empirical measure on this aspect, partly in recognition of the 
critical role that higher education now plays in national competitiveness (Baumann & Winzar, 2014) as 
well as in attempting to find some form of differentiation between universities of a largely monotonous 
uniformity, as in Australia. 
In the same way that organisational systems were ascribed with human-like characteristics as 
part of the critical systems theory developed from cybernetics in the 1990s, likewise universities have 
been subject to anthropomorphism as a means to brand them as personalities. Surveys in the UK 
conducted initially on a scale set of human characteristics (Aaker, 1997; Rossiter, 2002) were able to 
define a set of conceptualisations that described university brand personality, later given more 
sophistication in the German and UK contexts within a prescribed University Brand Personality Scale. 
This reduced university brand personality down to six basic components: prestige, sincerity, appeal, 
liveliness, conscientiousness and cosmopolitanism (Rauschnabel, Krey, Babin, & Ivens, 2016). It is 
possible, therefore, refer to some empirical studies to conclude that the decision-makers in universities 
are drawing upon some set of personality characteristics that they feel compelled to ‘protect’ as part of 
an intuitive reaction to market circumstances.  
Much of this protective function is manifested in outbound marketing functionality, constantly 
under review and carried out with the collaboration of expert agencies and consultants. But much of it is 
performed tacitly by staff, alumni and students as a function of cultural belonging. Rauschnabel et al 
(2016) acknowledge that research on the brand image of universities remains underdeveloped, but also 
recognise that the form of overt university marketing seen on posters and in brochures is only one 
component of an anthropomorphous personality that includes culture, values and a ‘love’ of the brand 
in its vocabulary. This is an essential part of the uncertainty that comes with the intuitive, ‘gut-feel’ 
response to a market circumstance, and that sees that circumstance as a threat, a risk or an opportunity. 
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This will be teased out later when examining the ‘argumentation’ component of the cognitive response 
of the Australian university to the situation presented from Myanmar. 
6.4.3 Conformist Response 
In the meantime, there is an important element of board direction to consider. The question of 
conforming to board direction is one that characterises the relationship between the ‘mind’ and the 
‘brain’ of the institution. So far, the concern has been with the functional ‘brain’ of the organisation, a 
role occupied by the CEO or the Vice-Chancellor in the case of a university. The ‘mind’ of the 
organisation is the conscience, the higher thought process that operates as a ‘governor’ on the system, 
providing checks and balances to prevent overheating or stalling. This conformity is arrived at through 
communication, coordination and consensus between the Vice-Chancellor or the CEO and the board of 
directors, and has a special kind of characteristic related to a university as a not-for-profit institution as 
opposed to a profit-led commercial organisation. 
The first distinction between a for-profit organisation and a not-for-profit institution is that the 
primary duty of a commercial entity is to its shareholders, whereas that of the university, as a not-for-
profit, is a duty to mission (Fischel, 2014). Mission can be defined as purpose, or rationale for existence, 
and as task. In the case of ‘Australia University’, for example, both definitions are articulated in that it 
“exists to create transformative experiences for our students, getting them ready for life and work, and 
to help shape the world with research, innovation, teaching and engagement” and has a “task to bring 
the talents of our staff and students together with industry and the community to renew ourselves 
through teaching, learning, research and collaborative innovation, all supported by new technology.” 
These, however, do not distinguish this university from any others in Australia that all have a similar if 
not identical rationale and mission statement, as found in Davis (2017), nor do they provide any 
particular guidance as to how to respond to the need for education in a remote and emerging market 
such as Myanmar, apart from a vague reference to shaping the world. 
It is necessary to look deeper into the board and Vice-Chancellor relationship to find a driver to 
the rationale for an engagement between this Australian university and Myanmar. This means outlining 
the key functions of the board to see what level of conformity can be justified on the part of the Vice-
Chancellor in respect to an engagement response. Apart from the purpose and the mission, the board of 
directors have a duty towards the preservation of the principles, the values and the vision of a not-for-
profit organisation. Principles are the ‘hard and fast’ yet unwritten rules of the organisation, the ‘red-
lines’ over which the operational functions of the university will not cross – for example ‘Australia 
University’, having declared itself a non-smoking establishment, will not engage in research or workforce 
programs with tobacco companies, and another entity takes great pains to avoid any business with 
companies in its supply or distribution chain that may have any association with child labour or 
economic slavery. There is nothing in the principles of ‘Australia University’ that compels or prohibits an 
engagement with Myanmar for example, as Myanmar is not exclusive among Asian or Western 
countries in its handling of human rights issues or dubious and commercially corrupt practices.  
However, the governance aspect of the engagement relationship between ‘Australia University’ 
and Myanmar is the most critical in terms of what is viable and sustainable in developing a response to 
unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets. In looking at the basic definitions of governance in Australia it 
is possible to detect certain common features and phrases that provide clues as to how response 
mechanisms can be designed and implemented. For example, the report on the collapse of a large 
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insurance company was a catalyst for a definition of corporate governance as describing “the framework 
of rules, relationships, systems and processes within and by which authority is exercised and controlled in 
corporations” and “embraces not only the models or systems themselves but also the practices by which 
that exercise and control of authority is in fact effected.” (Report of the HIH Royal Commission (Owen 
Report), 2003). Likewise, the Australian Securities Exchange (ASX) definition also refers to a framework 
“of rules, relationships, systems and processes within and by which authority is exercised and controlled 
in corporations...encompassing the mechanisms by which companies, and those in control, are held to 
account.” (ASX Corporate Governance Council, 2014 (3rd Edition)). The corporate world, and the 
examples of its failures, are therefore the benchmark for setting out concepts of framework, systems 
and models, all terms of which are mentioned in the guidelines from corporate peak bodies. In a more 
academic and considered approach, however, there is less of a constraining element and more long-
term strategic thinking involved in developing a suggested definition of corporate governance as: 
The system of regulating and overseeing corporate conduct and of balancing the interests of all 
internal stakeholders and other parties (external stakeholders, governments and local 
communities) who can be affected by the corporation’s conduct, in order to ensure responsible 
behaviour by corporations and to create long-term, sustainable growth for the corporation. 
(Plessis, Hargovan, Bagaric, & Harris, 2015, p.13) 
The introduction of the terms ‘balance’ and ‘sustainability’ is significant as it acknowledges a 
more holistic approach to the practice of governance, and relates more to the engineering concept of 
the ‘governor’ as a balancing device. It is also a recognition that effective corporate governance entails 
an awareness of environmental conditions and market trends and developments that is more akin to the 
viable systems model applied in seeking the understanding of the alignment between an Australian 
university and Myanmar as an unfamiliar and remote market. This imperative of environmental 
awareness has been brought about, especially in the university sector, through the increase in 
globalisation and the corporatisation of institutions. 
The globalisation phenomenon has had a major impact on the governance paradigms of 
Australian universities in tune with the corporate world, especially in the latter part of the twentieth and 
the early twenty-first century. The recognition of the ‘Asian century’ had much to do with the outlook of 
Australian universities towards Asia, in particular China, as an inevitable source of economic, 
technological and social trends affecting their culture and modus operandi to the extent that “in 
essence, universities had been transformed from providing an ‘elite’ system of education to a mass 
system of education which was associated with an increased level of management complexity in its 
operations and professionalism in its administration. This change in the management mode was 
associated with corporate managerialism.” (Christopher, 2012, p.110) 
Globalisation has had a major influence on the governance of Australian universities largely due 
to the need for alternative sources of funding. This impact of reduced funding from government and the 
influence of corporate management principles in a globally competitive market environment is one of 
the primary themes identified by Christopher (2012). He cites interviews with Australian university Vice 
Chancellors and University Council members to emphasise the sense of competitiveness with other 
universities around the world, particularly the UK and the USA, in major markets such as South East Asia, 
and its subsequent impact on governance paradigms: “the competition and its influence on governance 
relate to not only international students, it is also for staff and research income. It seems to me the 
whole international dimension has got this unbelievable competitive element. I don’t see that as any 
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different from any other business.” (Christopher, 2012, p. 114). The second theme that Christopher 
identifies is the impact of internationalisation on governance mechanisms and processes to be 
developed, in particular the composition of university council members. This theme suggests that, not 
only does there need to be a global outlook in terms of alternative and new sources of funding, but that 
there also needs to be representation on university councils comprising individuals who have experience 
in international corporate affairs and are able to contribute effectively towards global strategy and 
implementation. 
These themes identified by Christopher introduce a dual element to the role of governance in 
Australian universities including the maintenance of current viability and strategic planning: 
“interviewees also indicated that the extent of operationalizing the activities was limited to resources 
available. To this end they suggested that budgeting was an important governance process as it provided 
information on the resources available. This in turn provided information as to the extent of the strategic 
vision that could be realised. Other governance processes identified flowed on from this link of the 
budget to the strategic planning process.” (Christopher, 2012, p. 117) 
This leads to a third theme that identifies a relationship between the strategic directions of 
universities and the impact of this direction on the effectiveness of internationalisation. Most Australian 
universities, as discussed by Davis (2017), have regional spheres of student sourcing and a dependency 
on commuter-style student cohorts, largely because this is the model upon which university funding has 
been established in the past. It is only the need to find alternative sources that has driven some to 
internationalisation strategies. This means that, once that quest for international recognition begins, 
there is a highly competitive need to maintain an edge over other universities. In the world of 
governance, therefore, there can be no half measures in internationalisation as the stakes are so high. 
For universities this is a challenge as they are not driven by corporate imperatives alone, in spite of the 
pressures to generate results. Accountability extends to a varied set of other stakeholders including 
“academics who are influenced by collegiality and autonomy and the wider community to whom 
universities as public sector agencies are also accountable.” (Christopher, 2012, p. 119) 
The sense of multi-accountability relates to the distinctiveness, discussed earlier, of universities 
as not-for-profit organisations being driven by mission rather than profitability. It also leads to the 
concept of an ‘enterprise’ university, a new paradigm that is separate from the four options that Ernst 
and Young outlined as ‘champion,’ ‘commercial,’ ‘disruptor’ and ‘virtual’. The enterprise university is all 
of these and “is as much about generating institutional prestige as about income. In the Enterprise 
University, the economic and academic dimensions are both subordinated to something else. Money is a 
key objective, but it is also the means to a more fundamental mission: to advance the prestige and 
competitiveness of the university as an end in itself.” (Marginson & Considine, 2000, p. 5).  
Enterprise, and its component elements of strategy, budgeting and marketing (Christopher, 
2012, p.117) would seem to be the driving theme of a more enlightened governance paradigm for 
universities and it is important to bear this in mind as part of a response to the prospect of engagement 
in unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets. Marginson and Considine make an important point by 
questioning the extent by which universities “must mirror (my emphasis) markets in order to serve 
markets, must become corporations in order to treat with firms, or should organise themselves in the 
manner of an industry in order to play a useful role in assisting industries to innovate, plan and manage 
their fortunes.” (Marginson & Considine, 2000, p.5). This supports my argument that an effective way of 
examining the institutional ethnographic framework of an Australian university, and its suitability and 
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sustainability in response to a specific need, is to overlay a viable systems model that adopts the 
cybernetic principle of matching complexity with complexity. The governance role in Australian 
universities, and their composition in terms of the background and awareness of the people who serve 
on councils and boards, is therefore critical in shaping strategy, supporting marketing activities and 
monitoring budgets. This role of the university as a third force of facilitating growth in industry alongside 
the more traditional roles of research and teaching was foreseen in the UK by Sir Andrew Witty (2013), 
but there has been little progress in the Australian context where the formal relationship between 
industry and universities is still at a low level. 
The trouble is, there is no guarantee that this ‘mirror’ function between a university and its 
current or chosen future market environment is effective at the governance level. Marginson and 
Considine “see a serious deficiency in the norms and models of good governance which have emerged to 
assist universities in their struggle to stay relevant to new conditions. At a time when they might have 
helped pioneer creative organisational structures and indigenous ‘learning cultures’ capable of greater 
flexibility, they too often appear to have surrendered to highly derivative and dependent notions of 
themselves.” (2000, p. 5). This suggests that new corporate structures are needed to ‘shadow’ the more 
traditional and embedded institutional structures (Boston, 2000). At ‘Australia University’ the traditional 
collegiate structure is being ‘shadowed’ by new commercially-oriented on-line, short-course and non-
accredited training entities that reflect market demand and global learning trends. A Vice-Chancellor can 
be deliberately chosen by a university council with such an entrepreneurial streak in mind, but in some 
cases it is the VC that is leading the drive towards new paradigms as the composition of the council 
remains tied to seeking to achieve a balance between this and the responsibility towards community as 
well as more traditional funding sources.  
In summary, the changes to institutional governance in the first decade of the twenty-first 
century have resulted in more emphasis on executive leadership, strategies that are geared towards 
stability rather than change, the side-lining of traditional collegiate structures and the introduction of 
alternative streams of revenue, largely driven by vice-chancellor entrepreneurism, and a debate, though 
not a large impact in Australia at least, around a facilitation role of universities in enterprise growth 
(Marginson & Considine, 2000). The acknowledgement that organisations need to mirror their markets 
has led to the notion of governance having a critical role in anticipating and responding to turbulent 
external environments, to the extent that there are paradoxes arising especially in the university sector 
where there is a hybridisation between corporate managerial imperatives and collegiate mission. This 
has resulted in some tensions, identified as between representative and professional boards, between 
performance and conformance, and between controlling and partnering management, all of which are 
opposing stimuli from corporate and university worlds (Baird, 2006; Cornforth, 2003).  
Boards (or councils) in Australian universities also have the added tension of being subjected to 
external quality audits conducted by the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) since 2002. 
These include a significant emphasis on self-review and take a holistic view of the institution, with a 
focus on good practice, particularly in the areas of strategic planning, leadership, vice-chancellor 
performance and the development of a Charter of Governance (Baird, 2006). In essence, the increase in 
professionalisation of university boards has resulted in what Baird refers to as three distinct ‘objects’ of 
governance: the university as a business, the university as a public resource, and a hybrid form that 
defines the university as a unique public / corporate institution (Baird J. , 2004). 
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This unique hybrid form is not necessarily harmonic. It contains a level of dissonance to the 
extent that “the current constraints on the structural and operational framework of Australian public 
universities do not support corporate managerialism” (Christopher, 2014, p. 565). This is a theme 
identified in interviews with vice-chancellors that revealed a consensus around the view that “we tend 
to fill our university councils and senates full of business people who have very little understanding of the 
very complex relationships between government and public sector entities” (Christopher, 2014, p. 567). 
As a result of this misunderstanding the overriding cultural standpoint is risk adversity that sits at odds 
with the aspiration of being an enterprise university. This leads to what Christopher describes as a 
further theme of the current governance framework of Australian universities supporting a ‘pseudo-
management’ culture and concludes:  
In the context of the multi-theoretical approach to governance...public universities have 
encountered difficulties pursuing the corporate approach at the board (council) and operational 
levels of governance because of these tensions. At the council level, the current structural make-
up of councils and their composition is organised to address the multitude of stakeholders to 
whom they are accountable. The different levels of stakeholders to be addressed by each 
university are informed by stakeholder theory. The skills and experience of council members 
required to address these stakeholder obligations are informed by resource dependency theory. 
Stakeholder obligations include meeting the public sector and bureaucratic demands of the 
Government, and the collegial and academic requirements of the academics which are in tension 
with the corporate approach. (Christopher, 2014, p. 571) 
Furthermore, Australian universities are incorporated under acts of parliament and respective 
government legislation related to higher education, adding more tension between the public and 
corporate approaches. These constraints within a volatile mix do not support a corporate 
managerialism, hence the expression of ‘pseudo-management’ culture in universities resulting in 
“significantly larger and more complex institutions in which, by necessity, collegial governance has been 
replaced by bureaucracy and entrepreneurialism” (Rowlands, 2017, p. 40). This suggests that the locus of 
power rests mainly with the vice-chancellors and goes some way towards explaining the tensions as the 
entrepreneurial aspiration comes up against a risk averse culture embedded as part of a bureaucratic 
mandate.  
The debate continues on the role of governance and the composition of university councils will 
no doubt be influenced by future megatrends in the global market environment. The role of councils 
and boards as strategy, budget and marketing design mechanisms in these environments will be critical 
in the responses of the university. If Australian universities continue to operate in the same way and 
according to similar structures, as currently indicated by Davis (2017), then it is likely that approaches to 
emerging markets such as Myanmar will remain risk averse and tentative, as the profit and commercial 
motive will override mission.  
However, at this ‘mindful’ level of university boards and councils there is plenty of room for 
speculation. The Australian Government is addressing the question of the future university by bringing 
together business, consultants and academia to “imagine...a university without borders, without 
campuses and without limits...a university with no mandatory degrees or majors... a university campus 
with no students... a future of science and publicly-funded scientists...universities as catalysts for 
change...a university as a hub for collaborative innovation, and a local access point for skills, 
competencies...and, a university dedicated to challenges like global warming.” (University Industry 
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Innovation Network, 2019). This has echoes of the speculative university imagined by Robert Pirsig in his 
1974 philosophical treatise Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, and it is this kind of visionary 
thinking that Australian university councils will need to harness in developing responses to the need for 
education in ‘risk’ environments such as Myanmar. 
6.4.4 Compliant Thinking 
There is, however, another constraining influence upon the free entrepreneurial thinking of the 
vice-chancellor ‘brain’ of the university organisation. In the discussion on the nature of institutional 
ethnography earlier in this thesis it is clear that ‘texts,’ in the form of both written and unwritten rulings 
and procedures, have a significant impact on the thinking and decision-making processes of individuals 
within the organisation. In the viable systems model and its overlay on the institutional ethnographic 
framework each element of the model has its own set of ‘textual’ references from which it 
acknowledges guidelines as to the operationalisation of its function. Just as the human body can refer to 
a specialist repository of knowledge and practice related to each of its component areas of functionality 
such as dentistry, eye surgery, ear, nose and throat specialisation and so on, each division of an 
organisation, such as human resources, marketing, financial services, has access to a bank of specialist 
knowledge. Compliance to the standards set by this body of experience and expertise is, in some cases, 
an essential operational requirement, and is part of the credibility and justification for existence and 
acceptability in the market. 
It is not the intention of this thesis to outline the relationships between operational functions 
and knowledge repositories of every element of the university organisation. It is, however, important to 
demonstrate the role of formal and informal textual rulings as a balancing influence to the informed and 
intuitive reactive and governance-directed thinking of the ‘brain’ of the organisation. In a university 
these rulings take the form of national quality standards relating to the design and delivery of 
educational programmes and policies related to operational functions. In the case of ‘Australia 
University’ there are numerous policies relating to human resources, records control and disposal, 
procurement, timetabling, health, safety and wellbeing, business expenses, performance measurement, 
consultation and communication and so on and on. The way in which these are communicated, 
understood, accepted and implemented says much about the culture and values of an organisation. 
Because universities in Australia are essentially public institutions there is a strong sense among staff 
that those policies and rulings will be adhered to, even ‘to the letter’ and sometimes to the detriment of 
the students and other stakeholders overwhelmed by bureaucratic imperatives. As seen in Hil (2012) 
there is a tendency in universities towards dissonance around the expectations and performance 
outcomes of academics and administrators that can result in conflict between ‘rulings’ and ‘reality.’ This 
is especially so in the area of performance management as Stavretis (2007) has outlined: 
The overall findings suggest that current performance management (PM) practice in Australian 
public universities does little to meet the needs of any of the key stakeholders and remains 
fundamentally unsatisfying to all concerned. Improved accountability, the professional and 
career development of staff and processes for effectively differentiating levels of performance all 
exert conflicting expectations of PM systems and result in formal systems that do little to address 
any one of these elements. Failure to clearly articulate the purposes and to consider the real 
implementation and ongoing costs of a formal PM typically results in widespread cynicism and a 
ritual dance of compliance that demonstrates palpably low engagement with these systems. 
(p.2)  
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This reveals a degree of cynicism among university staff as to what their expectations are in 
terms of their roles and performance criteria, leading to an undercurrent of risk aversion where projects 
or opportunities do not align with an individual’s set of ‘key performance indicators (KPIs). Once these 
KPIs are in place, often set by what may be considered as managers remote from day-to-day reality, 
they become a default reference for decision making. These rulings exist at every station on the 
university framework and are particularly relevant to the response modelling in respect to unfamiliar, 
remote and emerging markets such as Myanmar that are approached within the parameters of an 
internationalisation strategy. 
Most Australian universities have an internationalisation plan as part of the imperative to seek 
new sources of student population, research and revenue to compensate for reductions in Australian 
federal government funding. But it is important to remember the governance principle discussed above 
that a university, as distinct from a corporate business, is driven by its mission. This means that an 
internationalisation plan is one element among the large number of texts and rulings that influence and 
sometimes have a direct impact on the behaviour of staff, students and stakeholders, and that this 
element needs to have the effect of not just generating incoming revenue but also to act in a ‘soft 
diplomacy’ role in spreading the ethos, expertise and experience of the university beyond its original 
sphere of influence through alumni, study tours and the building of informal relationships and formal 
partnerships. 
I can infer that a composite vision of the ‘Australia University’ international plan would be to 
engage globally to promote student experience, expand research impact and build reputation and 
financial health. These aspirations can be supported by goals relating to the preparedness of students 
for the world of work, the contribution of research in communities, and the contribution to the 
university’s reputation and financial health. Further detail relates to the adaptation of programs to the 
globalised world of work, the increase in student mobility, the need to access international funding, 
selectively expand research ties with industry and institutional partners, adopt a university-wide 
approach to markets and recruitment, and to think globally in the development of staff, processes and 
systems. This contributes to the ‘textual’ foundation to the implementation of international strategy for 
‘Australia University’ in approaching offshore markets.  
These ‘texts’ can take the form of what are known as ‘playbooks’ that, in the corporate 
vernacular, are ways of working to support value propositions. For the international division of a 
university, they can be models of delivery. In the case of ‘Australia University’ these models are tailored 
to different market scenarios and relate not just to the delivery of actual educational solutions, but 
importantly to the delivery of engagement strategy. Dialogue, or argumentation, is a critical part of that 
delivery process, involving long periods of consultation, so-called ‘warm-up’ conversations and, 
ultimately, a shared commitment. This is a process that is only just being introduced into the 
mainstream university culture, having been adapted from a corporate affiliation with international 
experience. 
Having acknowledged this, Myanmar does not feature in most Australian universities’ 
international plans. Despite this restrictive outlook with regards to the Asia market the ‘Australia 
University’ international plan does acknowledge that over one-fifth of the total student population has 
its origin in southeast Asia, including a small but increasing cohort from Myanmar. It is clear, however, 
that there is no official mandate for activity related to Myanmar that can be found within the existing 
texts and rulings either emanating from the areas of governance, which are fundamentally risk averse, 
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or from other areas of influence. This means that activity related to Myanmar is taking place at the 
localised and informal extremities of the viable systems model where some autonomy in authority and 
responsibility is allowed.  
6.4.5 Reflective Thinking 
The reflection or cognitive process in decision-making has become one of the most critical, and 
contentious areas of management and leadership. Once the inputs from seeing the market 
environment, listening to voices, conforming with governance and complying with standards, texts and 
rulings have been processed there is then the difficult task of examining one’s own principles, values, 
attitudes and prejudices before embarking on the proactive phase of viable systems modelling. This is 
not an easy process to handle: 
The changes that have taken place in the higher education system have meant that additional 
pressures have been placed upon the senior executive of each University. The transition from a 
binary system to the current unified system, the advent of the global community, increased 
technology and new management practices have created the need for University management 
to adopt recognised management and leadership practices. (O'Meara, 2002, p. v) 
This means that there are many more factors that go into the make-up of decision-makers in 
these vice-chancellor and CEO roles, and indeed into any leadership and management role that exists 
throughout the organisation at all levels or, in the case of the viable systems model, at all points within 
the system. In research conducted to identify Australia’s higher education leaders the key capabilities of 
decisiveness and commitment were highlighted, as well as the attributes of being able to remain calm 
under pressure, being true to one’s values, being willing to make hard decisions, being transparent and 
honest, being able to work with diversity, being able to listen, and intellectual capabilities such as being 
able to identify core issues, diagnose causes, think creatively and laterally, and being able to adjust in 
response to immediate or unforeseen problems (Coates & Anderson, 2007). I should emphasise again 
that these leadership qualities do not just apply to what are deemed as senior executive roles and, 
within the recursive principle of the viable systems model, are equally relevant to all elements, 
especially those at the touchpoints with the market. Since the Coates and Anderson research was 
conducted there has been a shift in emphasis towards a more integrated and sustainable approach: 
Educating professionals to manage organizations toward a sustainable world, developing new 
skills and attitudes to help them face the responsibilities and challenges their job demand, 
therefore, requires a search for new educational models and processes. We argue here that 
management education should provoke a transformation of the thinking mode, allowing 
managers to integrate the economic, ethic, politic, social, and environmental dimensions 
involved in their work, all at the same time. Learning to manage organization in changing 
conditions would call for the depth of analysis required by critical reflectivity, examining taken-
for-granted assumptions, norms, and values, objectives that transformative learning theory 
addresses. Transformative learning theory, which stimulates critical reflection, might contribute 
for broadening management education development perspectives toward more collaborative, 
responsible, and ethical ways to manage organizations. (Closs & Antonello, 2011, pp. 64-65) 
Although the paradigm on which this transformative process takes place is more related to 
management education rather than educational management, it is appropriate to consider given the 
increased leaning towards a more corporate and management approach to education. Whereas Senge 
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(1990) argues that the corporate world needs to embrace the concept of learning organisations it is true 
that educational institutions have adopted and adapted to the corporate model. More recent 
commentaries have acknowledged the coalescence of the corporate and the academic worlds in that 
they both need long-term strategic thinking related to future sustainability, and that the utilitarian view 
which is focused on competitive advantage and the search for tangible returns on investment that is 
characteristic of economic rationality needs to give way to a paradigm whereby education works as a 
“compass to critically orient knowledge” (Closs & Antonello, 2011, p. 64). Critical reflection, on the part 
of management decision-makers in education, becomes a capability, in addition to those listed above, 
required to perform effectively in a more complex, sustainability-led and stakeholder-rich institutional 
environment, although wary of a distinction between ‘reconstructive’ reflection which identifies, 
analyses and interprets, and a more pragmatic ‘critique’ whereby the observer takes responsibility for 
those issues identified and commits to change. This dissection of critical reflection is derived from the 
approaches of Habermas, where knowing and action coincide, and Friere’s practical education approach 
(Perriton, 2004). This leads to an up-to-date interpretation that is relevant to the management and 
leadership role undertaking a reflection upon the various stimuli developed through the viable systems 
model approach.  
According to Brown and Sawyer (2016), for the individual in this position there are three critical 
reflective practices to consider. The first is solitary reflection, the one normally associated with the 
consultation of one’s conscience, values and principles. This involves allowing space and time to 
discover, honour and express one’s authentic voice, that can be transformative in its own way. The 
second practice is ongoing enquiry, or perpetual problem-solving, a position that accepts uncertainty 
and multiple explanations that question the status quo. The third practice is dialogic reflection that 
involves interaction with people and with the stakeholders represented by the various texts and rulings 
surrounding the institutional environment. This relationship, however, does not rely on consensus and 
acknowledges disparity and dissonance: 
This intertextuality facilitates practitioners’ development of new relationships with themselves 
and their patterns of perception—or even imagination—to specific topics and situations. As 
practitioners’ code and double-code held meanings with contrasting dialogic meanings, they are 
engaging in a reflective process that builds a capacity for increased imagination and a changed 
viewpoint. The result is an embodied change that creates sites of cyclical meaning making—sites 
of re/generation. (Brown & Sawyer, 2016) 
The argumentation process that follows this thinking phase is the dialogic manifestation of this 
form of critical reflexivity. It is the process whereby the manager / leader, from whatever position in the 
viable systems model, goes out of their immediate zone of operation to ‘socialise’ ideas and questions 
as a form of reflective practice that results in transformations of attitude and approach. 
6.4.6 Proactive Thinking 
It is fair to say that, in the case of ‘Australia University’, there is no proactive direction from the 
‘brain’ of the organisation to the operating divisions of the body of the institution with regards to the 
Myanmar education market, although one Australian university does have an active Myanmar research 
centre.13 The Vice-Chancellor has not endorsed any official strategy relative to teaching opportunities in 
                                                          
13 The Myanmar Research Centre in the College of Asia and the Pacific at Australian National University in 
Canberra, ACT. www.myanmar.anu.edu.au. 
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Myanmar and would not necessarily be aware of incursions carried out by legitimate operators within 
the institution such as those responsible for English-language training or the education of Burmese 
nationals in the offshore facilities of the university in Asia.  
This means that there is no mandate or signal coming from the senior executive body of the 
university apart from an overall directive to consider due diligence in all aspects of internationalisation, 
as in any other domain of the university activity. It is this generic diligence that is designed to protect the 
executive from the crisis signals that would originate at the touchpoints of the university with its market 
environment and would transmit directly to the executive. In the absence of any specialist direction the 
executive ‘brain’ of the institution must be prepared to respond to these signals when they arise. 
However, there is a buffer that exists between the executive and the touchpoints. This 
comprises both the administrative and bureaucratic functions, each supported as mentioned by their 
respective repositories of expertise and experience, and the dynamic interplay of views arising from the 
process of argumentation. Proactive thinking in the case of Myanmar comes from other areas of the 
university, as the argumentation process reveals. 
6.5 Argumentation 
The role of argumentation and its relevance to the higher education environment has been 
discussed earlier, and it is worth reiterating its importance as the next stage following the thinking 
process. A definition cited by Stede and Schneider (2019) encapsulates the basis of how the way in 
which an institution responds is addressed in a way that supersedes the decision-making of a single 
individual: 
Argumentation is a verbal, social, and rational activity aimed at convincing a reasonable critic of 
the acceptability of a standpoint by putting forward a constellation of propositions justifying or 
refuting the proposition expressed in the standpoint. (Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p.1) 
The key concepts in this statement are ‘standpoint’ and ‘constellation.’ I have discussed 
standpoint in this thesis as it is a concept of positioning that is fundamental to institutional ethnography. 
Also, in following a process through informed and intuitive response, governance, compliance, cognitive 
and proactive thinking I am able to establish a standpoint that contributes to the next stage of airing and 
socialising the views arising from that thinking. At this stage, I am able to collate the material that goes 
towards the makeup of a ‘constellation’ of views (Stede & Schneider, 2019). These views are taken from 
conversations, interviews and the scope of networking activity associated with being part of the 
institution under study for the last nine years, seven of which have been spent taking an interest in 
Myanmar and other remote and emerging educational markets.  
Taking into account the thinking process that builds upon what is seen, what is listened to and 
understood, both in an informed and in an intuitive way, what is directed in terms of governance and 
conscience, and what is referred to as expertise and benchmarks for compliance and guidance, the 
proactive phase embraces socialisation and conversations that can be considered under the umbrella 
term of argumentation. Given what I am able to infer from the perspective of the ‘brain’ of the 
organisation, in this case the vice-chancellor of the university institution and the respective ‘brains’ that 
exist within the parameters of a recursive model, there are three key topics around which this 
argumentation process has developed: mission, risk and opportunity. 
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Therefore, in relation to the university response to the need for education in Myanmar, the 
argumentation process rests upon three fundamental questions: (i) does an engagement with the 
Myanmar education environment align with the university mission? (ii) if so, what are the risks involved 
in undertaking an engagement approach? And (iii) what are the opportunities to be anticipated through 
pursuit of the mission with respect to Myanmar? 
6.5.1 Mission 
The first question of mission alignment was addressed by the formation of a Myanmar interest 
group comprising initially twelve members of ‘Australia University’ staff and academics from the areas of 
social work, construction and project management, education, translating and interpreting, vocational 
education operations, international urban and social studies, community services and industry 
engagement. The purpose of this forum was stated as “to consider the university’s potential mutually 
beneficial role in Myanmar” and it referred to an internal report entitled “Myanmar: Why and How?” 
(Andrews K. , May, 2013) outlining the business case for an engagement strategy to include Myanmar.  
The outcomes from this initial forum included an intention to engage with the newly-formed 
Australia Myanmar Institute, to work with ActionAid in funding Myanmar students to study in Australia, 
as well as reinforcing the arrangements for Myanmar students in specialist disciplines such as 
construction and project management. It was also to study with partner universities in Asia, to expand 
existing language, interpreting and teacher training programmes in other parts of southeast Asia 
including Myanmar, and to harness relationships with key not-for-profit and commercial organisations 
that have an investment interest in Myanmar. A briefing document outlining the purpose of the interest 
group was submitted to the vice-chancellor with a note explaining that this was the first and only cross-
discipline forum in the university addressing a concerted and strategic approach to an international 
vocational education market (Andrews K. , 2013a). 
This first meeting was soon followed up by another forum that consolidated approaches to key 
partners such as ActionAid and strategies related to vocational education. This meeting debated the 
value of vocational education and the operational issues involved in engaging with the vocational 
education and training market in Myanmar. An outcome was to arrange a visit to Myanmar of two 
members of the group, one from the school of social studies and another from the school of education, 
to work with UNESCO on developing study programmes related to the world of work. Also, a longer 
term plan was agreed to build on formal and informal networks and partnerships to offer consultation, 
advice and training in education standards, field education placements, organise student exchanges and 
arrange for visiting professors, as well as further investigate potential industry partners and funding 
opportunities (Andrews K. , 2013b). 
By 2015 there were fifty members of the Myanmar interest group, comprising internal 
professional staff and academics from within the university, representing areas including global mobility, 
sustainability and urban planning, international partnerships, education, industry engagement, social 
work, property and construction, and marketing and recruitment. By this stage, the debate was not 
around whether to engage with Myanmar, but in what capacity and how. The next meeting of the 
interest group in May 2015 was able to discuss more tangible activities such as (i) an intensive study tour 
to Myanmar in collaboration with ActionAid to be held in January 2016, (ii) the setting up of a post-
graduate urban studies space at the Yangon Heritage Trust in Yangon, (iii) the invitation of a Minister of 
Social Welfare from the Myanmar government to visit Melbourne, (iv) translation and interpreting 
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programmes for Burmese refugees on the Thai-Myanmar border, (v) vocational education and training 
programmes for construction workers at a major development site in Yangon, and (vi) various 
foundation programmes and scholarship opportunities. Individual members of the university, but not 
the corporate body of the university itself, were also by now fully engaged with the activities of the 
Australia Myanmar Institute and booked into the AMI-Myanmar Institute for Strategic and International 
Studies conference at Yangon University in July 2015 (Andrews K. , 2015a). 
Following this conference, the ‘Australia University’ Myanmar Working Group convened to 
discuss potential activities, including urban planning tours with the Yangon Heritage Trust, student 
experience study tours to Myanmar, again led by ActionAid, and new initiatives relating to architecture 
and design, media and communications and foundation studies through the vocational school of 
education. Also raised was the potential to engage with any university alumni that may be working or 
resident in Myanmar (Andrews K. , 2015b). 
It is clear that the motivation among most of the members of the Myanmar Working Group up 
to the middle of 2015, with the possible exception of student recruitment representatives, was to the 
not-for-profit aspect of the university mission, based on a founding principle of practical and intellectual 
empowerment and supporting the aspirations of individuals seeking to escape the social and economic 
determinants of their background and current environment. The establishment and development of 
working projects with UNESCO and ActionAid was seen as a way of facilitating this. Also, some measure 
of inspiration and senior executive mandate was perceived and understood by participants, increasing 
from a dozen to over fifty in the space of one year, in the knowledge that the vice-chancellor of the 
university at that time had met with Aung San Suu Kyi in Melbourne and, though not overtly supportive 
of an engagement strategy with Myanmar, was attuned to the role of the university as providing moral 
leadership and demonstrating social research capability in the southeast Asian market. 
However, the Myanmar Working Group, although representative of a broad spectrum of 
interest across the university, had no decision-making authority. As in most universities based on the 
collegiate model, the power in ‘Australia University’ lies with the schools and colleges that are the 
business drivers and generators of revenue for the institution. Due to the funding and management 
reforms relating to Australian universities that were introduced as a result of the Dawkins Report, 
mentioned earlier, the motivation and mission of the university was seen differently by those outside of 
the Myanmar Working Group, especially those with responsibility that related to the financial bottom 
line, the maintenance of the status quo in terms of systems and the growth of student numbers from 
mass market rather than niche opportunities. 
Conversations among senior professional staff at ‘Australia University’ therefore revealed a 
different attitude towards the mission of the university. These conversations began with a reference to 
the 2012 quotation from Aung San Suu Kyi – “we need basic education, the kind of education that will 
enable our people to earn a decent living for themselves” and to the basic research question – “how 
does an Australian university respond to this need?”  
The head of a school of education responded simply “Burma is not on our radar” for the reason 
that “we don’t see any capacity to pay” (personal communication 07/08/2014). This was a fundamental 
sticking point that expressed no interest whatsoever in any moral duty or philanthropic capacity-
building mission of the university: “Democratic development not necessarily a big issue – main issue is 
can we get paid?” (personal communication 07/08/2014).  
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Political, as well as economic, barriers were seen as demonstrations of intransigence: “Why 
Myanmar when there are other opportunities – why Yangon and not Jakarta? Myanmar is a very sad 
case – without a political mindshift economic change can’t happen, and the military-dominated 
government will only work with those who are comfortable with them. Australia is a western country, 
seen as America’s lackey, they will not trust us” (international business development manager, personal 
communication, 28/07/2014). Other responses related to this element of misalignment with an overall 
mission of development in Asia: “We are aware of the need in southeast Asia but we are looking for a 
lead from China...the Singapore middle-class is a more lucrative market...any investment would have to 
be be at a higher education level through an international partner...our focus is on India and China, 
where the numbers are” (international business development manager, personal communication, 
28/07/2014). This element of mistrust and fiscal caution seemed to override any factors of moral 
purpose in those measured by fiscal outcomes, indicating a temperament that aligns university 
investment with Australian government budget initiative: “I have no impression that (the Australian) 
government will invest in vocational education overseas – budget all gone” and “we have no clear 
strategy to grow international vocational education” (executive director, vocational education, personal 
communication 29/07/2014). 
To those in positions of authority, and therefore responsibility, the issues regarding a response 
to the expressed need from Myanmar were quite simple and straightforward: “the only answer is 
government and private sector who really want it – government must be seen to really want this” 
(international business development manager, personal communication, 28/07/2014), meaning the 
Australian government and the Australian private sector who are prepared to invest in Myanmar. The 
‘Australia University’ role in this is aligned with the principles that “quick payback returns required” and 
“the university need is to make money” (head of school #2, personal communication, 07/01/2014) rather 
than to take a lead on any purposeful engagement based only on what was perceived as the niche 
interest of a few individuals, despite any researched rationale that may justify an alternative stance. The 
mission, then, was driven by numbers – both in terms of student enrolments and dollars from research 
and study fees. 
Circumstances changed post-2015. At ‘Australia University’ a new vice-chancellor arrived with a 
more commercial focus and the need to make an impact in developing the university towards a more 
corporate culture with a focus on mass-market revenue streams. In Myanmar, the National League for 
Democracy, Aung San Suu Kyi’s political party, won government in the 2015 elections, albeit with the 
military maintaining 25 percent of seats, therefore veto power in the new parliament. This did not, 
however, result in any quick game change in respect to international engagement and in fact, as 
discussed in the introduction to this thesis, has exacerbated the drive towards nationalism and the quest 
for a unified identity, currently being played out in the continued civil conflicts within the country. At the 
same time, the mission of ‘Australia University’, along with other Australian tertiary institutions, has 
developed increasingly along corporate lines. Many of the original members of the Myanmar Working 
Group at ‘Australia University’ have either left to pursue their careers elsewhere, or their focus has been 
redirected into more transactional and objective-driven roles. The ‘rulings’ and unwritten ‘texts’ that 
compelled the university decision-makers towards monetary and measurable outcomes rather than 
moral goals persist with even greater emphasis. This illustrates a dissonance between the expectations 
of the institutional corporate imperative and those of research and teacher academics in the ‘field’ who 
recognise Myanmar as an area of need where their services have the potential to make a difference. In 
the school and college structure there is at least a possibility to demonstrate some autonomy in 
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pursuing individual research and teaching and learning agendas, but this is not supported by the policy 
framework that is ultimately responsible for the legal and administrative endorsement of activity.  
A part of the problem is that the input of market intelligence from Myanmar is not sufficiently 
matured or reliable to justify a proactive approach that diverts resources towards either a monetary or a 
moral mission. If the formal mandate to engage with Myanmar on an institutional basis is lacking it 
becomes more difficult to harness the entire systems model into an engagement attitude and culture. 
As one senior academic at ‘Australia University’ points out: “we are looking at Myanmar only from the 
provider side. Therefore, it’s important to try to get a perception on the demand side. At the moment 
there is a gap and difficulties in getting access. Immersion is not possible, so a different approach is 
needed.” (senior academic, personal communication, 26/03/2019). Under the principles of complexity 
alignment that is critical to the viable systems model there must be a match, not necessarily in content 
but certainly in intensity between the respective missions of the university and the government of 
Myanmar or complementary tertiary institution.  
This match takes time to develop. For example, language, translation and interpreting divisions 
within Australian universities or as separate private entities run programs both in Australia and offshore 
in remote and emerging countries. As such, they operate as corporate concerns that have a mission that 
is financially driven: “The language training division operates in a fast and mature way, looking for the 
immediate and obvious opportunities – low hanging fruit – it also operates at the frontier of opportunity, 
where there is lots of potential and lots of risk” (senior executive, personal communication 11/09/2014). 
Even in this case however, there is an acknowledgement to the university brand and reputation: “A 
general rule is that programs should only be initiated offshore if they are working well here, they must be 
in good shape in terms of learning and teaching, and they must be financially viable” (senior executive, 
personal communication 11/09/2014). As an exemplar of mission compromise between monetary and 
moral concerns the language training division at ‘Australia University’ has the potential to be a response 
mechanism to the need for other forms of education in Myanmar: “The preferred mode of operation is 
to establish a link within a country that is highly networked, already working and has a good cohort of 
clients. It is normally an 18 month cycle of development and establishment. We seek advice on the right 
sort of partner from consultants like KPMG, we then navigate with the partner to access networks and 
may establish our own networks to act as a safety net. Due diligence is necessary, especially in cash 
economies” (senior executive, personal communication 11/09/2014). 
In the field of language training ‘Australia University’ has been an early mover into the Myanmar 
market, sharing with other well-established and international providers, but only so far as a reliance on 
reputable and viable partners within the country will allow. The focus on the corporate market suggests 
a dependence on foreign direct investment that has stalled in more recent years and the underpinning 
network infrastructure that would be needed to develop a ‘bottom-up’ surge in skill development, akin 
to the community engagement shown in the Yadani oil pipeline project, has not materialised, resulting 
in a ‘Catch-22’ situation where “locals cannot develop contract relationships because of a lack of 
training” and a “need to build informal links” (senior executive, personal communication 11/09/2014). 
The fragility of establishing the right kind of partnerships and links that align with the university mission 
is clearly apparent, in spite of early attempts to match resources to objectives through a more flexible 
entity within the university domain. Language training divisions are able to operate at the cutting edge 
of risk, partly due to their base-level and immediate service offering and, it could be argued, this 
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satisfies the social mission of a university. However, the reality of economic constraints steps in when 
confronted with the rest of the university infrastructure.  
6.5.2 Risk 
The overwhelming concern amongst the bulk of the university body is related to the risk factors 
involved, possibly emanating from a lack of understanding of the Myanmar environment but also, 
paradoxically, from the detail of knowledge arising from investigation into the practices of the Myanmar 
government: “We have to be aware of the context – a military government and the democratic 
leadership working in a fog. The notion of inclusivity in respect of the Rohingya is a worry because it’s 
hard to share when you have nothing” (international business development manager, personal 
communication, 28/07/2014). This notion of not really knowing what is being dealt with in respect to 
Myanmar is persistent over a number of years. The allusion to a ‘fog’ from one executive in 2014 is 
echoed still in 2019: “The education market in Myanmar is too small – not many students coming. Also, 
the regulatory frameworks are unformed – what are the regulatory frameworks?” and “It’s difficult for 
the university to engage because it’s difficult to distinguish between what is legal and illegal” (social 
sciences academic, personal communication, 20/03/2019). 
The most prevalent risk factors expressed related to this concept of legality and to money. 
Whereas the language training arm of the university has a relatively straightforward and universal set of 
guidelines around language training (Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 
2018) and is cognisant of operating regulations in other countries, the rest of the university body is 
dependent on a much more complex scenario where the local and indigenous contribution to 
knowledge and learning around a wide variety of subject matter is much more significant: “The mantra 
of globalisation is changing. Countries are becoming more nationalistic – hence Myanmar first. There 
needs to be a balance between globalisation and nationalism – the worst scenario would be a global 
curriculum that is imposed on everyone in the same way. The web presence of the university should not 
be the same in Myanmar and in Melbourne, there needs to be an Asian identity” (sociology academic, 
personal communication, 13/03/2019).  
This means that there has to be a collaborative approach to the design and delivery of content, 
which places the university in a position where it is still subject to audit regulations: “as an Australian 
public institution anything we deliver overseas is still subject to Australian audit standards and 
regulations – we have enough trouble dealing with audits here in Australia, so why would we subject 
ourselves to that kind of forensic investigation in remote and unfamiliar markets?” (industry 
engagement executive, personal communication 20/02/2019). The middle-management preference for 
risk aversion is apparent in all responses to the question of engagement with Myanmar. When the 
prospects in Myanmar were optimistic between 2012 and 2015 in the light of an opening up of the 
country for business, technology and international engagement, the general attitude was that, in spite 
of a tentative release of democratic fervour, there would still need to be proof of capacity to pay. The 
mantra of “no money” referred to both the perceived status of Myanmar and to the financial coffers of 
the university, with the added factor of Myanmar being “dependent on aid” and the university being 
“opportunistic and having very little vocational activity in the international space” (head of school, 
personal communication, 07/08/2014).  
This tentative, non-committal stance became more entrenched as the gloss of democratic 
emancipation began to wear off following the Myanmar elections in 2015 and the National League for 
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Democracy faced up to the realities of governance and a continuing environment of conflict between 
ethnic, political, social and economic interests. At ‘Australia University’ professionals that had initially 
shown interest and enthusiasm in the Myanmar potential became more reserved in their opinions: 
“There are lots of universities going in and out of Myanmar on the back of Australian aid, but study tours 
have no funding, therefore there is a reliance on informal networks due to lack of money. The university 
will follow the course of Australian companies and peak bodies if the situation changes, but it will not 
lead. There has been a draft of an MOU that has been sitting with Yangon University for months, but 
nothing has happened. There has been no research collaboration, probably because the ethics situation 
has not been established” (social sciences academic, personal communication, 20/03/2019).  
As mentioned earlier, the vocational education and training engagement with Myanmar, as with 
the rest of the Asia-Pacific region, has been tentative and opportunistic from the ‘Australia University’ 
perspective, in the same way as the research partnership has been dependent on personal and informal 
networks. The industry engagement unit of the university has explored the potential of working with 
industry, corporate organisations and peak bodies such as Engineers Australia and its affiliate Engineers 
Without Borders. Here an existing relationship based in Australia can be harnessed to provide some 
form of proprietary training and education programme as part of a Myanmar investment strategy but, 
again, there is a strong element of caution in such arrangements: “If large Australian companies became 
involved in Myanmar and we had strong relationships with those companies then we would have to have 
a look at the potential, but the risk and reputation factor remains. I think the fact that we do not see a 
great deal of activity from those companies at the present time in terms of direct investment tells us a 
lot. As a public institution beholden to government we would be more likely to follow the government 
lead in terms of soft diplomacy and adjuncts to aid programs.” (industry engagement executive, 
personal communication 20/02/2019).  
This echoes the view inherent from five years previously when industry engagement was also 
seen as a potential but with significant caution: “The fastest growth for overseas universities would be 
via the private sector but conditions must be right...the oil and mining companies need mass vocational 
training but firms will invest only if it is of strategic interest” (international business development 
manager, personal communication, 28/07/2014). The risk-related arguments sought to find ways for the 
university to follow the experience of others, particularly the corporate sector and the Australian 
government, rather than to take a leadership position in any engagement strategy with Myanmar. 
However, a university has one asset that a corporation or a government does not – the cohort of 
students that are eager for experiential opportunities. 
6.5.3 Opportunity 
Where research and formal teaching partnerships are problematic due to the lack of regulatory 
understandings and guarantees of financial return the more informal aspects of network building 
through student tours and shared experiences have a greater potential to form a foundation for future 
engagement activity: “Hence student study tour programs seem more likely ways to engage and build 
informal partnerships at this stage” (industry engagement executive, personal communication 
20/02/2019). There is also an opportunity to generate a form of engagement activity allowing other 
areas of dissonance to be resolved in their due course: “In the financial area there are transnational 
remittances but financial literacy is low, and the lack of a user perspective from this university is 
cognisant with the findings relating to a gap in understanding. Therefore, we are at a preliminary stage 
of informal partnerships and networks. We can gauge demand through interaction and exploring 
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pathways of influence, which means getting Myanmar students over here” (sociology academic, 
personal communication, 13/03/2019).  
Certainly, the emphasis of ‘Australia University’ post-2015 has been on enhancing the student 
experience in a global context, although study programmes that can accommodate large numbers have 
had priority over niche arrangements. The arguments for an engagement with Myanmar tend to focus 
on this opportunity to build upon niche programmes and to reinforce the unique nature of the Myanmar 
situation within a global geo-political perspective: “Five years ago it was more difficult to engage with 
the Myanmar education system but now the curriculum is more developed and open to sharing. There is 
more non-formal education in Myanmar and interest in the teaching of research skills, leadership, critical 
thinking and other ‘soft’ skills” (senior academic, education, personal communication 12/03/2019). This 
view acknowledges the progress that has been discussed earlier in this study around the interest in 
critical thinking and more alternative forms of education and teacher training in Myanmar. This is 
evidence that, whereas risk aversion is still the default response among university executives and 
academics, there is an element of willingness to seek to understand and to engage due to the innovative 
and unique experiential opportunity offered by the Myanmar scenario. 
Critical to this more enlightened approach is a sense that an Australian university qualification is 
becoming more in demand in the southeast Asia context: “We are looking to recruit students from 
Myanmar in a tentative way because we feel that the Associate Degree is more attractive – it stands 
above the vocational level of certificates and diplomas, therefore satisfies the need for status, without 
the pressure to enrol in a full degree programme that may be beyond the capacity of many people. The 
growing middle class in Southeast Asia is our target market” (senior manager, vocational education, 
personal communication 12/09/2018).  
In pure terms of capacity and capability, then, ‘Australia University’ has the means to satisfy 
demand from a country like Myanmar if the market environment conditions allowed an engagement 
structure and strategy to be implemented: “Our university is ideally placed because it has the full range 
of qualifications from Certificate to PhD and this is a good status for a university, but it should not go into 
Asia in an ad hoc fashion, there needs to be some agility and capacity-building, therefore training in 
training needs analysis is obvious” (senior academic, education, personal communication 12/03/2019). 
Once again, however, there is an emphasis on local, vernacular and indigenous collaboration and 
contribution to any potential programme, especially in regards to building capacity through teacher 
training: “The common denominator is a longing for a ‘foreign degree’ but this must include partner and 
local knowledge – vernacular knowledge from the ground up. We have to go to learn not just to teach 
and when we teach we should include what we learn. This means cleverer ways to engage but it is hard 
to do. When we did courses in education in Nepal and in India our students went to live with families but 
where do we place them, who decides? Foreign teachers inevitably disrupt but we need to be careful of 
‘volunteerism.’ We don’t learn from experience, which is the empirical approach, we learn from reflecting 
on that experience, which is the epistemological approach” (senior academic, education, personal 
communication 12/03/2019).  
We are now seeing that an engagement with Myanmar must be considered as much a learning 
experience for the university and its students and staff as much as a capacity-building exercise based on 
the criteria of opportunistic, financially viable and short-term programmes as in the past. This reinforces 
the view that it is the student that is at the core of engagement, both Myanmar students coming to 
Australia and ‘Australia University’ students undertaking niche-experience ‘tours’ of Myanmar. The 
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emphasis on questioning the meaning and motivation behind the term ‘tours’ is important because, as 
seen in the literature review (Johnson & Kumar, 2016; Metro, 2018) there are dangers inherent in well-
meaning incursions that resemble ‘voluntourism’ or ‘voyeurism’ if not carefully handled. Likewise, the 
motivations of those coming to Australia have been questioned: “It would be good to facilitate small 
core groups from Myanmar but we need to be aware of what the motivations and the financial 
backgrounds of students – how desperate are they to obtain a degree? There are too many stories of 
bribery and family pressure being placed on students and institutions; the rich students are OK, they go 
to the British or American prestige universities, but here in Australia we have to be careful we do not just 
have the ‘leftovers’ who are more desperate for qualifications” (senior academic, education, personal 
communication 12/03/2019) .  
Political environments and perceptions change over time: by 2019 the prospects for Australian 
universities attracting students from Asia seemed to be more optimistic given the tensions in US-China 
relations and instability in Europe due to Brexit. But, such is the sensitive nature of international 
diplomatic and trade relations, the prospects can revolve on the misplaced words of politicians or the 
movements in currency exchange. There is a sense, however, within ‘Australia University’, that there 
needs to be a shift from seeing southeast Asian emerging markets in an opportunistic way towards a 
more strategic and deliberate approach, potentially with industry partners that are able to bear some if 
not all of the risk of engagement: “We are looking at two offshore markets in our vocational education 
strategy – one based on our existing presence and the other preferably an emerging market where we 
can deliver training and help to build capacity through train-the-trainer programs. But where and how? 
Myanmar could be a good opportunity, provided we can ensure there is their capacity to pay. Working 
via the firm might be a good way – it’s not been discussed or tried in this university but working with 
companies that we have a good relationship with here in Australia might reduce our risk and enable us 
to design and deliver more proprietary programs, we’ll have to consider that” (senior manager, 
vocational education, personal communication 12/09/2018). In the same way that industry partnerships 
could be harnessed, there is also the potential for Australian government-led initiatives that fit within 
the broad category of ‘soft diplomacy,’ readying the more risk-averse organisations for engagement 
when the timing and political and economic environment is more amenable.   
The opportunities, then, embrace student experience programmes, collaboration with industry 
where investment in Myanmar is viable, and initiatives that align with Australian government aid 
programmes or with the Myanmar government development plans. Of these, the student experience 
programmes seem the most promising in terms of long-term sustainable relationship-building and the 
surge in the international movement of students would seem to support this view. Australia is third 
behind only the USA and the UK in terms of inbound international students, and the number of 
Australian students with international experience is just under twenty per cent of the total graduate 
cohort, a significantly larger proportion than the global average of less than two per cent (UNESCO, 
2013). Despite this figure, the Australian Government National Strategy for International Education 2025 
focuses largely on inbound international students (Department of Education and Training, 2019). 
Student mobility, it seems, is not yet fully embracing, in Australia at least, the concept of a two-way 
cultural exchange and is seen to be a mirror of embedded and exploitative international relations, 
whereas “contemporary study abroad should reflect postcolonial sensitivity and a broader understanding 
of cooperation and intercultural solidarity, including support for alternative globalisation such as the 
global indigenous rights movement, as well as North-South exchange, not just movement amongst the 
globe’s wealthiest nations.” (Downey, 2018, p.5) 
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This lack of relevance to current global trends does not seem to be the ‘fault’ of the students 
themselves – anecdotal evidence shows that many informal relationships  (and formal, including a 
marriage in one instance) arise from the encounters between students on exchange and cultural 
experience programmes, and the level of awareness among university students is clearly increasing 
exponentially. So why, asks Downey, “is university management working with an increasingly 
internationalised student cohort, including large influxes of Asian overseas students, and not producing 
more globally aware students with better intercultural skills on Australian campuses?” (Downey, 2018, p. 
6). As seen in the largely risk-averse responses among a selection of staff members and academics at 
‘Australia University’ there is an inherent difficulty in reconciling the values and aspirations of a 
university that, in its texts and rulings, suggests an internationalist attitude but, in its application, 
betrays a tendency towards remaining within its means, a reflection perhaps of a similar kind of 
nationalistic identity that exists in emerging democracies such as Myanmar discussed at the very start of 
this thesis. The protection of brand in an institution, whether corporate and commercial or not-for-
profit like a university, is as primal a motivation as is the defence of identity in a nation-state. In this 
respect a perspective that looks to the past for justification of current intransigence or conservatism is a 
strong factor in the development of a pragmatic approach to engagement: “although globalization and 
financial market hegemony suggests a convergent model is theoretically desirable... the human capacity 
to protect diversity and enshrine regional and local interests seems likely to inhibit rapid change.” 
(Kimber & Lipton, 2005, p. 178). 
6.6 Summary 
The alignment process has explored the methodological framework on which an approach 
towards a response strategy can take place. This has focused on a reflective standpoint that has 
harnessed the theoretical concepts of critical systems thinking, a Buddhist systems methodology, 
institutional ethnography and the viable systems model that considers the Australian university as a 
recursive organic system operating within the context of a wider education system within the 
parameters of economic survivability and sustainability. The matching of this ‘organism’ to its market, in 
this case the Myanmar education system and the city of Yangon is dependent upon its capabilities and 
capacity measured, in this case, in terms of its ‘density’ and focus on factors and issues that have 
resonance with the Myanmar environment. This ‘density’ within the ‘organism’ or organisation is 
supported by a repository of texts and intellectual property that is specific to each component. This 
alignment of the viable systems model develops into an action research process that comprises the 
functions of seeing, listening, thinking, and argumentation.  
The findings from the application of this methodology on the city of Yangon reveal a ‘messy’ 
scenario that highlights the issues of survivability and coping strategies within an environment that is 
characterised by concerns around sustainability in relation to climate change, urbanisation and personal 
and physical resilience. The way in which an Australian university responds to this scenario is based 
upon its alignment with the Australian education system and the Myanmar environment considered 
through the action research process that includes different ways of thinking and argumentation around 
the key aspects of mission, risk and opportunity. 
The next phase involves taking the findings from the institutional ethnographic analysis, and the 
evolution of the critical systems thinking and viable systems model form of interpretation, to develop 
options for implementation, or ways of ‘doing.’ 
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PART THREE – APPROACH 
Every empire...tells itself and the world that it is unlike all other empires, that its mission is not to plunder 
and control but to educate and liberate. Edward W. Said 
My daughter, once you have the right understanding, you will have the right intentions, you will say the 
right words, you will perform the right actions, you will live rightly. Ma Ma Lay 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 7 – POSITIONING  
In summarising the findings from the review and analysis I am adopting an approach that is 
familiar in the corporate world as a business planning tool. This means harnessing my own experience as 
a corporate executive in a sense-making process that subliminally adopts and adapts knowledge and 
material from a diverse and long-established set of management thinkers. The world of corporate 
management is awash with many different sets of ideas from ‘active-inertia’ through ‘kaizen’ and ‘Six-
Sigma’ to ‘zero-based budgeting,’ and as many management ‘gurus’ from Igor Ansoff through Peter 
Drucker and Peter Senge to William Whyte (Hindle, 2008).  
This provides a rich pedigree of thinking, much of it based on academic discourse, but also much 
of it derived from corporate experience and, sometimes, more populist ideation. Notwithstanding this 
eclectic mix of source material, the long-established and highly reputable business institutions of 
Harvard, Yale and Stanford universities feature heavily as the ‘foundries’ of these ideas, as does the 
Centre for Systems Studies at my own alma mater Hull University. It is difficult, therefore, to pinpoint 
one source of reference to the process that follows. I have referred to the thinking of Peter Senge and 
the concept of the corporation as a learning organisation and applied this to the institution of an 
Australian university that is increasingly adapting to a more corporate model.  
The problem with most organisations, claims Sinek, is that they start at the wrong end of the 
process, focusing on what to do rather than on why they do it - finding the rationale for action is the 
basis of good leadership and effective management (Sinek, 2009). In this spirit I have adopted headings 
that are broken down into three categories of why, how and what is to be done. These headings are 
categorised as follows: 
● WHY – principles and purpose, vision and mission, environment, market, capacity and capability, 
objectives and competitive positioning. This is the positioning element of the process. 
● HOW – strategic options and strategic choice. This relates to planning. 
● WHAT – tactics and action points. This element is concerned with the performance of the plan. 
(Figure 43 
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Figure 43. Configuration of business planning headings in a ‘doughnut’ formation to emphasise sustainability focus. Image by 
the author. 
Where I digress from Sinek’s approach is in expanding the scope of analysis to the market 
environment. Whereas Sinek implores the corporation to look into itself to seek rationale, methodology 
and points of action, my approach is to seek alignment between the world of an Australian university, 
albeit in terms of a corporate as well as an academic institution, and the Myanmar education market 
environment. This alignment exists within the parameters of the ‘doughnut’ principle between 
survivability and sustainability, where principles, purpose, vision and mission represent the baseline of 
performance. It is only through this alignment, or acknowledgement of dissonance, that an effective and 
valid response can be achieved).  
7.1 Principles and Purpose 
Principles are the hard and fast rules by which an organisation, or an individual, operates. They 
are immutable and non-negotiable and provide the philosophical basis upon which the purpose of the 
organisation is founded. 
In the case of ‘Australia University’ it can be said that it is founded on the principle of enabling 
people to pursue a higher education based on their individual potential rather than on their inherited or 
circumstantial socio-economic determinants. How does this align with what is known or perceived as 
the principles and purpose of the Myanmar education system in the context of the Myanmar 
government and society? Myanmar society is largely based on the principles of Buddhist philosophy 
which has a deep respect for education, manifested in the activities of the sangha community of 
monastic training and education over two thousand years. There is much in the founding principles of 
the older Australian universities that resonates with what is known of the vocational education practices 
of the Burmese monks. It is also known, directly from the statement of Aung San Suu Kyi, and from even 
a cursory study of Buddhist principles, that the kind of education sought in Myanmar is one that enables 
the people to earn a decent living for themselves. This aligns absolutely with the concept of individual 
potential and the escape from socio-economic determinants. The work of the Daw Khin Kyi Foundation 
attests to this principle, and there are signs within the Myanmar National Education Strategic Plan 
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(NESP) that alternative and vocational forms of education are being more accepted into mainstream 
planning.  
This alignment between principles and purpose would have been more difficult to establish 
during the period of military dictatorship in Myanmar. Western philosophy and practice was deliberately 
avoided and discouraged, partly as a reaction to the pervasiveness of the British colonial system of 
education which, incidentally, provided the basis for the founding of a number of Australian universities, 
and partly due to a desire to tap into the tradition of monarchical rule in Myanmar in the interests of 
stability and security. It is only since 2012 that elements of alignment on principles and purpose can be 
regenerated between Australian universities and Myanmar and, as such, it remains a slow and tentative 
process, exacerbated by the degrees of complexity as discussed in the Introduction to this thesis around 
questions of identity, typology and concepts of value. 
7.2 Vision and Mission 
The vision of an organisation is the image of how it sees itself in future years, often crafted 
explicitly around a year or event; it is the summit of achievement following the performance of the 
organisation’s mission, or primary task. ‘Australia University,’ for example, has a vision like many other 
universities to engage globally, to enrich the student experience, expand research impact and enhance 
reputation and financial health. This is not explicit in terms of timescale or ‘summit’ of achievement, and 
it could be argued that it is already a globally engaged university undertaking all those things expressed 
in the statement, so where is the transformative element that will take it into a new paradigm that has 
been outlined in the reports from those such as Ernst and Young and Universities of the Future? A vision 
that encompasses one of those future scenarios, or an alternative, would perhaps be more inspiring but 
the default positioning of the current Australian university is to be risk averse and to continue to 
operate as a flat, metropolitan and comprehensive organisation. Until the Australian university funding 
and management system allows for separation and specialisation it is unlikely that a more coherent or 
transformative vision statement will be seen.  
The mission is the task required to realise the vision, such as it is, and if the vision is not clear 
then the mission cannot be subsequently defined. In stark terms, for example, the vision of President 
Kennedy in 1961 was to see a man on the moon, and the mission, or task ahead, for NASA was “before 
this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to earth” achieved, just in 
time, in July 1969. Of course, the complexities and subtleties of a relationship between an Australian 
university and an emerging southeast Asian country make such simplistic analogies difficult to interpret 
but the fact that so many corporations place so much emphasis on their vision and mission statements, 
often getting them confused in the process along with a misunderstanding of the distinctive meanings of 
principles, purpose and values, suggests that there is at least a desire for encapsulation and certainty in 
an almost evangelical way. The Economist provides a succinct definition: 
A vision is the image that a business must have of its aims and goals before it sets out to reach 
them...A mission statement is an organisation’s vision translated into written form. It makes 
concrete a leader’s view of the direction and purpose of an organisation. (Hindle, 2008, p.209 
and p. 133) 
Where the vision of an Australian university is amorphous under the current circumstances, the 
mission is therefore equally vague. However, the vision that is understood from the perception of the 
activities and statements from the Myanmar government and agencies is more explicit. In simplistic 
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terms, the vision of the government can be interpreted to include democracy in its imagery, although 
whether that is a western-style, bottom-up or top-down form of democracy retaining elements of 
military control is not yet quite clear. In the sphere of education, there are  signs of a resurgence 
towards a vision of education for all, and a positioning that returns Myanmar to its pre-independence 
status as one of the most educated nations in Asia. There is an aspiration of the Yangon City 
Development Committee to turn Yangon into a ‘city of green and gold’ that embraces renewable energy 
and sustainable growth at the same time as preserving ancient traditions and a richness of culture. 
Likewise, there is the potential in the city of Mandalay as a transport and logistics business hub due to 
its central location as an axis between west and east aligned with the vision of China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative. There is also a resonance towards the vision of the Yangon Heritage Trust in recognising a 
blend of colonial-era and modern architecture as a model for sustainability and the growth of a tourism 
and local enterprise economy. The vision of an Australian education institution as a global university of 
design, technology and enterprise would seem to align with both city aspirations, especially in respect to 
the elements of design and enterprise. 
7.3 Scope 
The limitations on the alignment between the principles, purpose, vision and mission of the 
respective organisations and institutions lead to the necessity of defining the scope of the engagement. 
It is not sufficient to declare that ‘Australia University’ will respond to the need expressed from the 
government of Myanmar just because it can, even if all the elements considered above are in perfect 
alignment. Scope is defined by principles and values relating to purpose, vision and mission but more 
prosaically by timescale, geographical and operational parameters.  
The institutional ethnographic framework and the viable systems model analysis has revealed 
that there are limitations upon how much latitude and depth can be addressed by an Australian 
university within the response to an educational need. For example, in respect to this study, the political 
dynamics playing out in the conflict areas of Myanmar, particularly in Rakhine State and the other 
remote and border regions, are not addressed in depth. Likewise, tertiary education is given prominence 
over primary education, and socio-economic factors relating to the everyday lives of the citizens of 
Yangon are considered in favour of the people of Mandalay. Furthermore, the period of reference is 
post-2012 as this is seen as the threshold of the movement towards a democratic Myanmar and, where 
possible, much reference material is drawn from this period, thereby excluding politically-motivated 
commentaries that expressed dissent or outrage towards the policies and activities of the military 
regime. 
Most corporate consulting reports are written within a scope that is often defined by the 
corporation itself, thereby revealing clues as to the motivation and expectations of the report. In this 
case, it has been important to draw limits on what can be achieved and what is relevant – not all 
faculties of ‘Australia University’ have been considered and not every aspect of Myanmar society is 
included in the environmental analysis. Also, my own personal experience, as discussed in the sections 
relating to standpoint and reflexivity, provides a limitation on perspective. For example, I have drawn 
parallels between the consideration of Myanmar society and indigenous communities in Australia in 
specific instances but have not laboured this connection as it is beyond the scope of this study and 
justifies further exploration. In summary, the findings from the analysis in this study point to a scope 
that includes the urban environment, vocational and alternative education and matters pertaining 
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largely to sustainability and resilience of colonial-era heritage buildings in the city of Yangon and the 
people who live in and among them. 
7.4 Environment 
The environment is the wider external context in which a response is made to the expressed 
problem. It is important to place some definition on this because decisions must be made on what is 
most relevant, immediate and has the greatest impact with regards to the capacity and capability of the 
respondent. The research has found that there are several broad contextual factors related to the issue 
of basic education in Myanmar and the potential for an Australian university to respond. These factors 
are normally categorised under the headings of political, economic, social and technological (Aguilar, 
1967) but, in the current global scenario, I would add two more factors that are relevant: environmental 
and cultural. 
7.4.1 Political 
It is clear from the research, and from even a cursory reference to the media, that the political 
situation in Myanmar remains fragile. In the Introduction to this thesis I placed emphasis on the 
question of identity that continues to have an impact on the debate around nationalism and relations 
both within Myanmar and with other countries or regions, in particular China, the rest of the ASEAN 
nations, and Europe and the USA which, including Australia and New Zealand, represent what is 
perceived as ‘the west.’ This question of identity is inflamed by the current situation with regards to the 
Rohingya people of Rakhine State that identify as Muslims and remain stateless in a self-proclaimed 
Buddhist nation. Insurgency and the quest for autonomy or independence continues in other remote 
states around Myanmar and attempts at a resolution to this decades-long civil conflict have so far been 
met with limited success. 
An additional factor in this area lies in the constitutional make-up of the Myanmar government. 
Aung San Suu Kyi is the de facto head of government and, in the space of this research study, has flown 
a trajectory from a Nobel Prize-winning icon of peace and resistance to a potential presence at the 
International Court of Human Rights due to her perceived complicity and silence over atrocities 
committed in Rakhine State, while maintaining a stubbornly nationalistic stance that may be related to 
the fact that the military still possess 25 per cent of seats, therefore effective veto power, in the 
Myanmar parliament. Notwithstanding Aung San Suu Kyi’s well-known and documented emphasis on 
the need, and respect for education, as evidenced by her personal commitment to the Daw Khin Kyi 
Foundation and policies outlined in the Myanmar National Education Strategic Plan, these issues of civil 
conflict and complicity in what the United Nations has described as one of the world’s worst 
humanitarian crises (United Nations, 2018) are impossible to ignore.  
The response of an Australian university to any issue related to Myanmar is made in the context 
of the Australian government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade relations and aid programmes, 
and these remain highly sensitive within an overall Asia-Pacific scenario. The Australian government’s 
political stance is one of pragmatism and a focus on the support of alternative and sustainable 
education initiatives. In this respect the political environment pertaining to ‘Australia University’ is also 
sensitive. 
The geo-political location of Myanmar adds to the sensitivity and a simple map of the region 
demonstrates the potential volatility of the country that is sandwiched between the two superpowers of 
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the 21st century, India and China. China’s access to the Indian Ocean and the African continent, and 
India’s access to the markets and populations of southeast Asia are at stake in a strategic ‘game’ that 
could have an impact on every aspect of life in Myanmar as well as Australia’s positioning within that 
scenario, and this sets the tone for educational needs. In short, the political environment in Myanmar is 
volatile and there is an equal potential for democratic openness and peaceful progress, or for a return to 
autocracy and enforced discipline in the name of stability and security. This will continue to have an 
impact on the balance between risk and opportunity felt by the ‘Australia University’ organisation. 
7.4.2 Economic 
The political volatility naturally has an impact on the rate of foreign direct investment that is 
essential for creating opportunities from which education at all levels, including vocational, can thrive. 
The dilemma for the Myanmar government is that, while pursuing a nationalistic agenda based on a 
predominantly Buddhist platform, the reality of public-private partnerships and the need for basic 
economic infrastructure impels a policy of pragmatic engagement.  
Myanmar is already outperforming western nations in the rate of growth, partly due to its 
presence among the ASEAN economic group where ‘all boats will rise with the tide,’ and partly due to its 
sheer size and population as a consumer and generator of increasing wealth. There is no doubt that 
there is a growing middle-class in Myanmar able to take advantage of educational opportunities 
overseas, and there is an increasing amount of built-infrastructure being developed. 
However, the problem, in economic terms, lies not so much with the rate of growth that is 
accelerated by the exploitation of new oil and gas fields and access to the wealth of minerals and 
resources still untapped in the remote regions and waters of the country. The difficult issue is the 
distribution and utility of that wealth. Building infrastructure carries the risk that it benefits only capital 
speculation, not labour productivity, as economists such as Thomas Picketty have shown, and the risk of 
exacerbating inequalities needs to be handled carefully. 
This is especially critical in an emerging economy such as Myanmar that is still based on rural 
agriculture as its primary source of income. Another factor that cannot be ignored is the pervasiveness 
of corruption and the lack of adequate governance around economic management. Myanmar continues 
to be one of the most economically corrupt nations in the world, scoring only 30 out of 100 on the 
Corruption Perceptions Index released by Transparency International (Chau, 2019) and attempts to 
convert the massive covert industry and trade in opium and precious stones in the remote regions of the 
country to more ethical and sustainable crops are met with difficulties that relate to existing military 
conflict zones (Al Jazeera, 2019). 
Once again, there is a great deal of volatility around the economy and the risk factor is high for 
foreign investors, and ‘Australia University’ can be included as one of those potential investors in a 
generic sense, as Myanmar struggles with the transition towards an urban and more ethically 
sustainable economy in the face of continuing problems around governance. The proportion of national 
revenue directed towards education remains low in comparison to other sectors of the economy in 
Myanmar, and in relation to other countries in the world; however, a positive aspect can be drawn from 
the fact that the Australian government’s aid contribution in Myanmar is directed mainly towards basic 
education and the development of educational infrastructure in the form of teacher training and 
capacity building (Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019). 
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7.4.3 Social 
Myanmar’s population is still predominantly rural, and its social environment is closely tied to 
economic factors that determine the extent of enterprise that can be generated to reduce the 
dependency on a traditional agricultural way of life. Garment manufacturing and the construction 
industry offer ‘opportunities’ for women and men but, as has been seen, the conditions under which 
they work in these industries are often exploitative and dangerous, with little chance of escape from a 
poverty trap that is little different from the social dynamics of rural life.  
The transition from a rural to an urban social landscape has an impact on the cohesion and well-
being of family life, and land rights issues continue to inflict stress on urban residents who have little 
access to information or records that could provide some sense of security in their dwellings and the 
ability to find work. As Thawnghmung (2019) has illustrated, everyday life in Myanmar for the bulk of 
the population is one of day-to-day survival with little time or energy to consider the larger issues such 
as climate change, politics or international relations. 
Despite this, there is plenty of evidence in the streets of Yangon for example, of the spirit of 
enterprise and cooperation. Ware (2018) has pointed out that, even in the intensely sensitive and 
volatile communities of northern Rakhine State, people of different religions and ethnic backgrounds do 
‘get along’ with each other when basic survival is at stake. This optimistic feature of human society can 
be found in Yangon where the ‘messy’ conurbation of back-streets harbours people of many diverse 
ethnic groups and religions plying their trade in printing, electrical repairs, kitchenware, motor 
mechanics and all the services one would expect in a closely-knit urban environment. 
The issue is, however, how much of this inherent ‘messy’ nature of urbanity, so positively 
endorsed in the literature from Jane Jacobs (1969) to Richard Florida (2008) and Edward Glaeser (2012), 
can be harnessed to propel sustainable growth when it is clear that global incursions, such as the first 
KFC restaurant in Yangon, create so much excitement in spite of the fact that supply chain logistics and 
specialist skill set training requirements leave little room for local businesses or individuals to contribute 
to the dynamics. The way that the people come to grips with these transitions is the focus of my own 
illustrations that are interpretations of what I saw on the streets of Yangon – the mix of tradition and 
modernity, the navigation of change, and the quest for learning within the pressures of generating cash 
for everyday survival. As a middle-income class with surplus revenue develops in Yangon and other cities 
in Myanmar, the potential to build relationships with the university demographic in Australia becomes 
greater, and instances of where study tour groups have formed strong and sustainable personal and 
potentially professional relationships have already been encountered. 
7.4.4 Technological 
Within this complexity social media has created an impact that has an inexorable link with 
technology. Radio has been well-established in rural communities of Myanmar as a means of spreading 
the message about women’s health and maternity, and television has fuelled an obsession with English 
Premier League football and Korean game shows. But it is through the exponential growth of mobile 
smart-phone use since the telecommunications market was opened in 2013 that social media has 
become a platform for communication, news and information, both factual and fake (Stevenson, 2018). 
The ‘leapfrog’ in technology use in Myanmar has resulted in around 18 million internet users who, 
according to one report, regard ‘Facebook’ as ‘the internet’ with no distinction between the social 
media platform and the technological web on which it resides (Mozur, 2018). 
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This, as the reports show, can have insidious consequences but it is too early to plot trends that 
demonstrate the positive impact of telecommunications technology on social and economic wellbeing 
and education. The technological aspect of the Myanmar environment should be subject to its own set 
of governance rules and guidelines that have as much to do with the attitude and behaviour of the 
global tech corporations themselves as with the people and decision-makers, including the military, of 
Myanmar. 
The rapid evolution and spread of technology has no doubt taken Myanmar by surprise. Not 
only have governance and regulatory laws failed to keep up (to be fair internet governance is an ongoing 
and by no means resolved global concern (Berkman Klien, 2019)) but also it has exposed shortcomings in 
the development of vocational skills that can take advantage of advances in technology and social 
media. If, as Mozur (2018) has reported, the Myanmar military can exploit Facebook to serve certain 
ends, then the same attention can be paid to making use of the platform, and the technology on which 
it resides, as an educational tool as part of a corporate social responsibility or government programme. 
This aspect requires further monitoring and research but there is no doubt that technology enables 
greater alignment between agencies within Myanmar and Australia to take place. 
7.4.5 Environmental (Climate Change) 
An area that continues to generate polarity of views despite the overwhelming scientific 
consensus towards one ‘inconvenient truth’ is the subject of climate change. The research has 
reinforced the evidence, obvious in the everyday lives of the people, that Myanmar is one of the most 
at-risk nations on earth with regards to the impact of climate change and extreme weather events such 
as flooding, drought, the frequency and intensity of cyclones, and other associated environmental 
conditions. 
This is an area in which one cataclysmic event can shift the political, economic, social and 
technological environment on a scale that is impossible to predict, but can be understood following the 
experience of Cyclone Nargis in 2008 and floods in 2015 and 2018 (Myat, 2018). Furthermore, it is not 
an issue that results entirely from natural causes, in so much as climate change and extreme weather 
events can be attributed purely to a ‘natural’ cause. The geo-political conditions within which Myanmar 
exists, as indicated above and in the Introduction to this study, have a bearing on the access to and 
control of vital water supplies that enrich the rivers and tributaries on which Myanmar and other 
southeast Asian countries within the Irrawaddy – Salween – Mekong – Yangtse river system that has its 
source in China-controlled territory, rely for their economic livelihood. 
This means that the politics of water, as much as the vagaries of the natural environment, is a 
major environmental concern that is relevant to the engagement of research and skill development 
solutions that could be generated from universities. In a society that is slowly transitioning from a 
military dictatorship to a people’s democracy, a rural to an urban economy, and a technology-poor to a 
technologically mature environment, skills related to ways in which these trends and developments can 
be addressed with sustainable and equitable access to water and energy are critical. Furthermore, it is 
this area that has the greatest area of alignment with the Australian experience. Australia too is 
highlighted as one of the countries in the world most exposed to the environmental factors of climate 
change due to its reliance on primary industry and cycles combined with regional diversity of rainfall, 
flood and drought. 
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7.4.6 Culture and Values 
The final contextual factor to be considered that has an impact on the development of an 
implementation plan is culture. In the corporate world culture is an obsession that continues to occupy 
leaders and management, to the extent that the most quoted aphorism attributed to the legendary 
management consultant Peter Drucker is “culture eats strategy for breakfast” (Management Centre UK, 
2019). This suggests that culture is powerful and whatever plans may be put in place to develop a 
market or take over a company, the pervading ethos and established practices will be very hard to 
replace or dislodge. This has been seen in the case of institutional ethnography where imposed texts 
and rulings have difficulty influencing changes to ‘the way we do things around here.’  
Culture has not been expressly addressed in this thesis until now, but it is a thread that runs 
through every aspect of the study. The discussion around identity, education and value involves a 
cultural stance, and the institutional ethnographic framework and viable systems model used to analyse 
the standpoint of ‘Australia University’ has much to do with culture as “the environment created by the 
priorities it sets” (Hindle, 2008, p.53). Also, cultural dissonance is always at the back of mind when 
considering unfamiliar, emerging and remote markets and communities, not least in the case of 
Myanmar as a former British colony being considered from the standpoint of an Anglo-Australian 
researcher and an Australian university. There is always the sense of conscience that the mind, as 
governor, is required to balance against the desire to intervene, and an acknowledgement that what 
may be considered as enlightened assistance may be perceived as exploitative conquest, as Machiavelli 
is always on hand to remind us: 
When a conqueror acquires states in a province which is different from his own language, 
customs and institutions, great difficulties arise, and excellent fortune and great skill are needed 
to retain them. (Machiavelli, 1527) 
The sensitivities regarding colonial conquest that sit below the surface in relations between 
Myanmar and the ‘west,’ and Australian ‘whites’  and its Aboriginal people, are important in this case 
because they have an impact on the way in which educational strategies are engaged, designed and 
delivered. I have made reference to the frustrations that indigenous people feel in being the subject of 
research and case study programs (Burbank V. K., 2011; Smith, L.T., 1999), and cultural differences will 
continue to have an impact on attitude and decision-making however much it is attempted to rationalise 
or objectivise the relationship. The lessons drawn from engagement with Aboriginal communities and 
organisations in Australia, such as the need to collaborate on perceptions of knowledge and 
understanding, are relevant to how an engagement strategy is designed for other unfamiliar, remote 
and emerging markets such as Myanmar.  
The dissonance between cultures can be mitigated by shared values. Values are the preferred 
behaviours that coalesce to create culture and guide organisations, and determine what is considered to 
be right or wrong attitudes and approaches in individuals (Arieli, Sagiv, & Roccas, 2019). Values differ 
from principles in that they are more fluid and reflect motivational goals rather than setting boundaries 
around what can or what cannot be done:  
The pattern of conflict and compatibility among the values determines their structure. Values are 
organised according to the motivations underlying them, forming a continuous circular structure 
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in which adjacent values reflect compatible motivations, and opposing values reflect conflicting 
motivations. (Arieli, Sagiv, & Roccas, 2019, p. 5). 
For example, self-enhancement, the achievement of personal power, sits in opposition to self-
transcendence, or universal benevolence, and openness to change is in opposition to conservation and 
conformity, although all are considered to be individual and organisational ‘values.’ (Davidov, Schmidt, 
& Schwartz, 2008). The Reconciliation Action Plans that most Australian universities are presenting as 
part of their corporate social responsibility agendas, largely focused towards the Australian indigenous 
community, are manifestations of value propositions and are also relevant to their positioning around 
other unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets. However, organisational value statements are easier to 
articulate than to perform and it takes time and effort to fully embed a set of values within an 
institutional framework. Although there is a strong theoretical basis for the consideration of 
organisational values (Bourne & Jenkins, 2013; Arieli, Sagiv, & Roccas, 2019), this is an ongoing process 
at ‘Australia University’ where a recent survey identified ‘values’ as an area requiring greater attention 
in interpersonal relations between management and staff. Arieli et al conclude that “researchers have 
called for developing an overarching framework that will incorporate values in multiple organisational 
levels” and suggest that “considering values of the society in which the organisation is nested would also 
be beneficial,” also pointing out that “so far, most studies on values at work have been conducted in 
Western cultures” and “linking values and behaviour assumes that the social environment allows people 
to act on their values...this might not be the case in cultures that strongly emphasise adherence to social 
norms...we extend the call for a framework that considers the society in which the organisation 
operates.” (2019, p. 34).  
The way in which ‘Australia University’ sits within the value framework of the Australian 
government and society and how that aligns with, say, the respective value frameworks of the Yangon 
Heritage Trust, the Yangon City Development Committee and the Myanmar government and society, 
such as they are with all their levels of complexity and messy characteristics, is a problem for further 
research studies. In the meantime, the responsibility for value alignment lies with the individual, and 
goes back to the concept of the Buddhist systems methodology outlined by Midgley (2007), and given 
literary expression in the writing of Ma Ma Lay (1991), also articulated in the question posed by Thant 
Myint U as to whether we are looking at Myanmar in the ‘right’ way. 
7.5 Market 
In a corporate sense, the ‘market’ is the territory or sector to which a company’s products or 
services are targeted. There is some resistance in the academic world to references towards ‘markets’ as 
this has a connotation with commercialisation, exploitation and a profit motive, hence ‘community’ is 
often presented as a preferred term. However, it is clear that universities in Australia are operating in a 
competitive field that accounts for a large proportion of national revenue and is global in its scope. This 
means that, without being Machiavellian, there is an element of commercial imperative in the 
engagement between a university and its community and I have deliberately referred to ‘unfamiliar, 
remote and emerging markets’ throughout this study. Myanmar fits into this category with a rationale 
for engagement that has commercial outcomes, as expressed in conversations and interviews with 
academics and executives within ‘Australia University.’  
But Myanmar, although justified as a focus for a study into methods of engagement and the 
rationale of research methodology, and having its own complexities and issues as a nation as a whole, as 
179 
 
has been discussed, is too broad a concept on which to build a university engagement strategy. 
Therefore, the identification of specific market sectors within the mantle of the overall national 
environment is essential for the allocation of services and the distribution of resources. 
The environmental analysis, summarised above, has highlighted climate change, the transition 
from a rural to an urban economy, and the need for alternative and innovative forms of education, as 
key factors in determining what market sectors, related to these factors, should be considered as target 
areas for an Australian university engagement strategy. The institutional ethnographic process and 
viable systems model as applied to ‘Australia University’, largely in the context of its standpoint within 
its domestic market environment, identified pockets of ‘density’ (it is too early to refer to these as 
‘strengths’ until it is seen how these pockets can be harnessed in the Myanmar context) that relate to 
global trends of risk and, therefore in pure market terms for a university, opportunity. These pockets 
relate to water science and security, urban development, small enterprise activation, large corporate 
partnership and educational capacity-building, as shown in Figure 19.  
The scope of this study has been focused upon the urban environment of Yangon, and 
specifically the colonial-era heritage sector within that environment and the ‘thick’ and ‘thin’ elements, 
the buildings and the people that contribute value to this particular ‘market.’ This means that, in terms 
of the pockets of density, or sectors, highlighted above, the key stakeholders that operate in those 
sectors are the various government ministries responsible for education, industry and infrastructure 
and, in a more local and immediate sense, the Yangon City Development Committee (YCDC) and the 
Yangon Heritage Trust (YHT).  
The informed reaction to what has been ‘seen’ and ‘listened to’ of the Yangon city environment, 
through a review of the literature, visual interpretation and reference to a selection of voices, plus an 
intuitive sense of what seems ‘right’ and possible, added to a duty of compliance to organisational 
governance, written and unwritten texts and rulings, and a deference to the results of an argumentation 
process, all add up to a perception of a target market. In the current circumstances this target market 
would seem to be those practitioners within Myanmar that can have an influence and impact on the 
ability of the people of Yangon to address the elements of pluralism, diversity, dissonance of thinking, 
inequalities of gender and opportunity, and the overall ‘messy’ nature of a transitional urban 
environment, to build resilience and sustainability through education and training. 
In the context of the role of heritage conservation as a catalyst towards the development of 
Yangon as a viable and sustainable city, able to position itself as a unique, and therefore as a generator 
of socio-economic wealth and well-being, it would seem that the Yangon Heritage Trust, in collaboration 
with the Yangon City Development Committee, is a partnership ‘target’ for engagement from the 
perspective of an Australian university. The YHT has the advantage of being an incumbent within the 
culture, history and dynamics of the city of Yangon, with a highly reputable pedigree and group of 
personalities who drive the agenda of the organisation on an internal and international platform. 
Furthermore, the YHT, by its own admittance, is limited in what it can achieve based upon its current 
resource capacity and is at a tipping point where it needs to be able to move from being a recorder and 
analyst of colonial-era heritage infrastructure to a change agent in the sustainable development of the 
city of Yangon.  
Other market opportunities present themselves from the environmental analysis that need to 
be considered as optional back-ups to the primary target. The case of the Yadani offshore gas project 
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demonstrates how commercial interests can collaborate with community concerns to generate a viable 
form of engagement that would benefit from sensitive and informed workforce training and education 
programmes. There is no doubt that the foreign direct investment strategies of Australian firms can 
provide market opportunities for universities that are prepared to work alongside their commercial 
imperatives, and some respondents within ‘Australia University’ have expressed an interest in pursuing 
this line of engagement. However, it is a volatile and highly competitive market sector, and this entails 
the building of relationships within the Australian domestic environment if an Australian university is to 
allow a commercial firm to take the lead, and therefore the risk, on engagement with the Myanmar 
market. 
The Myanmar government itself and academic institutions within Myanmar such as Yangon 
University also need to be considered as key stakeholders within a potential strategy leading towards 
capacity-building and sustainable development. Although individual networks are being developed 
between Australian and Myanmar universities, including Australia University, this has not translated into 
formal relationships, partly due to concerns around regulatory issues and primary areas of focus. While 
Australian universities maintain their comprehensive and competitively flat profile there is little 
incentive for specialist collaboration except in isolated disciplines such as water science. Likewise, the 
group of Myanmar government ministries, notwithstanding the complexity of the Myanmar structure, is 
a difficult market to penetrate without the full collaboration of relevant Australian government 
agencies. Encounters with certain ministries through the auspices of UNESCO or Australian-based state 
or federal government facilitators have not resulted in the follow-through needed to implement 
practical education or training applications. The Myanmar government technical institutes currently do 
not present themselves as effective collaborative targets for Australian universities. 
This would suggest, then, that the market for Australian university engagement in Myanmar is 
inclined towards the alternative sector and, in view of the focus on urban resilience to climate change 
and the encouragement of enterprise as a means towards sustainable development. 
7.5.1 Sustainable Development Goals 
The most relevant of the Sustainable Development Goals established in 2015, is Goal number 11 
Sustainable Cities and Communities, which is to “make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable” (United Nations, 2019). This goal is reflected in the Myanmar Sustainable 
Development Plan (2018-2030) Strategy 5.6: Manage cities, towns, historical and cultural centers 
efficiently and sustainably: 
An increasingly urbanised population, a rapidly expanding tourism sector, and a re-energised 
private sector all place particular pressures on existing urban infrastructure while creating 
opportunities for new services and urban development. Strategies and plans that address the 
social and economic impacts arising from greater urbanisation will be critical to preventing 
imbalances from reaching destabilising levels (Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, p. 59). 
It is interesting but perhaps not surprising that this goal in respect of Myanmar has an emphasis 
on the prevention of imbalances, given the record of instability and volatility of political, social and 
economic environments in the country over the last six decades. The compulsion to ensure stability has 
been pervasive in Myanmar government planning and implementation, and it is something that must be 
given due consideration in developing tactical response plans. Supporting the Myanmar Sustainable 
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Development Plan Strategy 5.6 are ten tactical plans, of which three are critical towards designing a 
focused response. These three tactical plans are:  
● increase resilience of urban infrastructure and services to protect from climate change, 
disasters, shocks and other natural hazards 
● design and/or assess and retrofit urban infrastructure to improve resilience...with a 
focus on reducing carbon emissions and producing greater savings from reduced energy 
consumption 
● ensure that quality of life considerations such as water management...and expansion of 
public spaces...are fully integrated into urban planning frameworks and decision making. 
(Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, pp. 59-60). 
These tactical plans also align with the objectives of the UN-Habitat Urban Planning and Design 
Lab set up to support sustainable urban planning in the strategic areas of decision-making around city 
extensions and new towns, urban renewal and transformation, planning guidelines and capacity 
building, and tools to address climate change, with one of sixteen labs around the world located in 
Yangon in Myanmar (UN-Habitat, 2019).  
7.5.2 Urban Sustainability In Asia-Pacific 
The principle of this facility is supported by a body of research that considers the resilience and 
performance of urban infrastructure in other Asian cities through a ‘shared learning’ approach in the 
Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN). This helps to “create or strengthen networks, 
build appreciation for complexity and uncertainty among stakeholders, provide a space for deliberating 
concepts such as vulnerability and resilience, and build knowledge and capacities for stakeholders to 
engage and represent their own interests” (Reed, et al., 2013, p. 393). The ACCCRN process involves a 
series of milestones starting from information gathering and perspective through vulnerability 
assessment, pilot projects, resilience strategy, interventions to learning and ongoing networking and 
review (ISET , 2011). This process has been applied in various cities around the world, although there are 
concerns about the emphasis on rhetoric rather than practical and meaningful responses to the 
complexity of integrated processes (Romero-Lankao, January 2012), the inflow and impact of rural 
populations in urban environments and the development of emerging economies (Chatterjee & Kar, 
2018), and urban conservation policy related to the preservation of historical heritage (Lee, 1996).  
A Thailand study records these concerns in terms of the dichotomy between convergent and 
divergent approaches towards the options of conservation and development, maintaining that “in this 
world of continuous cultural transformation there is no ‘real’ conservation as well as no ‘real’ new 
development without traces of the past”  and “in the realm of cultural heritage the concerns for 
sustainability are rather obscure and half-heartedly understood by those who are responsible for 
conservation works...and have been literally misinterpreted as maintaining sustainability, especially by 
those who consider authenticity as a significant measure to ensure sustainable conservation.” 
(Horayangkura, 2009, p. 5). In the city of Can Tho in the Mekong Delta region, issues such as a local 
economy dependent on vulnerable aquaculture, the lack of qualified human resources, out-of-date laws 
and policies, insufficient local budgets, and uncoordinated communication between stakeholders, 
demonstrate similarities with the situation in Yangon; above all, the fact that “people’s awareness about 
climate change and the capacity to respond...is still far from reality” and “there is still confusion between 
the threats from the unsustainable development activities and those from climate,” plus “the idea that 
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the activities to respond to climate change are purely social work, and are unable to generate profits” 
suggests that corporate ‘business as usual’ and the lack of education are key factors in the development 
of response tactics and activities (People's Committee of Can Tho City Steering Committee 158, 2015, 
pp. 23-25).  
The social well-being of different groups living in cosmopolitan cities that contain a mix of new 
development and heritage building infrastructure is being increasingly considered, albeit from a low 
starting point where only technical issues were the focus of approaches to sustainable development 
(Tweed & Sutherland, 2007). Likewise, the concept of preservation and conservation as a driver of 
revitalisation has been considered as limited in the scope of empirical research: “whilst there is already 
a robust literature on preservation’s impact on property values, a broader take on the economies of 
historic preservation is ripe for future research” (Ryberg-Webster & Kinahan, 2013, p. 131). 
The goal of empowering communities in the Asia region has been addressed by an Australian 
university in its Intercultural Dialogue Through Design (iDiDe) programme that used a student study tour 
experience for research and designing buildings for sustainable community development and capacity 
building. The ‘Building Ampara’ project in Sri Lanka offered “intercultural immersive learning experiences 
which utilizes a multi-disciplinary and integrated perspective in sustainable design, eco-tourism (and) 
cultural preservation” with social, economic and environmental outcomes such that the “construction 
industry, which traditionally focused on time, cost, and quality, was shifted to a new paradigm by 
focusing economic, environmental and social aspects” (Palliyaguru, Karunasena, & Ang, 2018, p. 499). 
The findings from this project highlighted the need to consider both the qualitative and quantitative 
aspects of sustainability in buildings and their relevance in terms of environmental performance to 
social and economic empowerment. This approach has a basis in the concept of the ‘circular economy’ 
which, in contrast to a linear, raw resource consumption and growth model, relies upon the circulation 
of available resources on the principles of ‘reduce, reuse and recycle’ leading to lesser consumption of 
raw resources and less emissions; this has been used as a test case with a Sri Lankan city and developed 
as a model towards sustainable development in the region (Sylva, 2018). 
Sustainable, low-carbon emission cities, therefore, are dependent on the ability to apply reduce, 
reuse and recycle principles to existing listed and heritage buildings as this bypasses the wasteful 
process of demolition and reconstruction and preserves embodied energy. Furthermore, a study based 
around the re-use of buildings in Hong Kong found that “achieving a low carbon city requires a holistic 
consideration on the economical, social, environmental and political concerns which constitutes to the 
four fundamental pillars in a solid sustainability framework” and that “the new on-going use of the 
heritage building should embrace energy efficiency, low carbon emissions, harmonised relationship with 
the surrounding environment, cost effectiveness, economic viability, and social equity and cultural 
identity” (Yung & Chan, 2012, p. 360). The experience of English Heritage, for example, which has 
approximately 372,000 listed building entries (English Heritage, 2010) demonstrates that reasonably 
simple and basic measures, such as adequate ventilation, minimising barriers to moisture flow, and 
using ‘hydroscopic’ building materials that allow in and out moisture movement, can make a great deal 
of difference to overall building performance (English Heritage, 2008).  
The attendant socio-economic outcomes of measures that cities and their respective townships 
implement, based on the above experiences, are being tested in the city of Yangon where, as discussed 
earlier, there are different types of urban scenarios ranging from low-level slums to high-rise luxury 
apartments. Here, the application of the circular economy principles depends upon independent 
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townships being able to work with key stakeholders on local priority issues; this means new policies of 
decentralisation and participatory governance that reduce the gap between top-down decision making 
and bottom-up empowerment strategies. The role of education in this Yangon scenario is acknowledged 
to the extent that “the training in Township Action Planning, conducted by the Institute for Housing and 
Urban Development Studies, Rotterdam, in partnership with the Planning Unit of Yangon City 
Development Committee under the Netherlands Government’s international co-operation in higher 
education programme of Tailor Made Training, is significant as a starting point in bridging the gap.” 
(Banerjee & Eerd, 2016, p. 53) 
The question in such a gap scenario is where the initial drive for change required to bridge the 
equity gap comes from above or below, or both at the same time. An Australian study argued that “to 
date, In Australia and internationally, there have been few practical examples of integrated applications 
of sustainability principles in the built environment across all lifecycle phases” and proposed “a 
framework based on the principle that early intervention is the most cost-effective and efficient means of 
implementing effective strategies for sustainability,” concluding that “sustainable solutions need to 
encompass physical as well as socio-technical dimensions, and bridge scales from the micro level of the 
building, to the macro level of city and regional planning. Clearly, the challenge is immense.” (Morrissey, 
Iyer-Raniga, McLaughlin, & Mills, 2013, pp. 190-192)  
The knowledge mapping required for such complexity across scales and dimensions is a 
reminder of the capabilities of the viable systems model that has been used as a means of aligning 
institutional and market environment structures and networks. The same kind of approach in the city 
planning scenario would be a “strategic environmental assessment (SEA)...forwarded as an umbrella 
analytical framework, assembled from analytical methods which are strategically ‘tiered’ to inform 
different stages of the planning and decision-making process.” (Morrissey, Iyer-Raniga, McLaughlin, & 
Mills, 2013, p. 193). 
From this body of research around the adaptive sustainability of buildings in urban and rural 
environments it is clear that physical, technical, economic and social, not to mention political and 
cultural considerations are entwined in a complex and highly sensitive model. The fact that the number 
of buildings constructed annually in developed countries is roughly less than 2 percent of existing stock, 
and that there are arguments to completely stop constructing any additional new buildings in industrial 
countries (Bullen, 2007), highlights the extremities of opinion and the opportunities for specialisation 
around research-based training and education programmes in building sustainability. 
7.6 Capacity and Capability 
The next phase in the response planning process is to align the capacity and capability of 
‘Australia University’ to those areas of speciality and sustainability that the market analysis has revealed. 
The capacity of an organisation to respond to its market is measured by its range of products and 
services which, in the case of a university, includes intellectual capital embedded in its research and the 
scope of teaching programmes and courses, its financial position, and the extent of its networks and 
partnerships. The capability of an organisation lies in its ability to harness those resources through the 
skill, talent and knowledge of its people, to gain access to finance and other resources, and to generate 
activity in collaboration with those networks and partnerships. 
The institutional ethnographic analysis has revealed the ‘density’ of the capacity of ‘Australia 
University’ and the viable systems model has highlighted areas of capability where that resource can be 
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harnessed. The role of the action research methodology in this case is to explore where the capacity and 
capability of ‘Australia University’ can be aligned with the target market identified within the Myanmar 
environment. 
We have found that the disciplines related to water, climate science, urban development, 
enterprise and social equity are prominent in ‘Australia University’ in terms of teaching and research 
capacity. These disciplines clearly align with the environmental issues identified with Myanmar and 
therefore have a bearing on the choice of target market to be considered as an incentive for an 
engagement strategy. For example, there are around sixty academics at ‘Australia University’ attached 
to schools of science, civil engineering, environmental engineering, social studies, building construction 
and project management, urban development, accounting and global studies, all involved in research 
related to water science, security, distribution, pricing, and environmental and economic sustainability. 
An equal number are directly involved in urban studies related to gender equality, enterprise 
development, land and property rights, and governance and ethical sustainability. 
Furthermore, there are specialist researchers working around urban heritage building 
performance in terms of thermal efficiency and capacity to offer resilience to weather extremes and 
climate change (Iyer-Raniga, 1999; 2008; 2012). Around these specialist disciplines lies capacity and 
capability relating to education, and media and communications resources that can collaboratively 
transform technical concepts into different formats. In addition, I have identified within ‘Australia 
University’ capabilities that address foundational English language studies and the means to develop 
non-accredited short-course and on-line resources that would be accessible to agencies and individuals 
in Myanmar through the application of communications technology. 
7.7 Objectives 
The profit motive that impels corporate organisations to pursue a mantra of growth has a 
bearing on the nature of the objectives. In some cases they are seen as ‘milestones’ that need to be 
passed on a journey towards an ultimate vision, and in other terms are the ‘stepping stones’ that need 
to be accomplished as tasks that build up to give definition to the mission. Where a mission can be seen 
as vague or overarching to an organisation, the objectives are the detailed components of the mission. 
The generally accepted principle for the definition of objectives is that they must be SMART – specific 
(and simple), measurable, assignable (to someone), realistic (and relevant) and time-related (subject to 
deadlines) (Haughey, 2014). 
At one time, management by objectives (MBO) was regarded as a highly effective and efficient 
way to run organisations as it allowed flexibility among lower-level roles in contrast to a top-down 
hierarchical style of management inherited from military experience (Hindle, 2008). Nowadays, 
objectives are more related to questions that are raised at key points along a journey that leads to a 
vision but are also about ‘outcomes’ or what is expected from a particular strategy or activity and, in this 
respect, objectives fit into the ‘why’ section of the approach. These questions, therefore, are raised from 
now onwards at a frequency that enables outcomes to be articulated whenever requested of 
management or, more importantly, when so-called ‘sanity’ checks need to be made on progress in terms 
of direction and method of approach. 
In the case of Myanmar it has been possible to recognise the primary objective of ‘enabling a 
decent living’ but it remains open as to what exactly that means in terms of measurable outcomes. 
Likewise, in the case of ‘Australia University,’ charged with responding to what is needed to achieve this 
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outcome, it has been possible to identify some specific ‘objectives’ related to financial viability and 
student recruitment but these have not yet been articulated in terms of numbers, either as dollars or as 
human individuals. 
One objective that is known at ‘Australia University’ is the performance ratio of 1:7. This 
measure, that originates from the executive cohort at the head of the university, stipulates that, for 
every single dollar invested in a project, there must be a return of seven dollars. How does this align in 
terms of the SMART definition? It is certainly a specific objective and simple to state in terms of being 
communicable to the rest of the organisation. However, it is not so easy to understand – first 
impressions are that a seven-times ratio is a huge expansion. It means that if $150,000 is invested in a 
project such as an exhibition or showcase, not a massive investment by today’s standards, then $1 
million must be generated from that activity.  
This is measurable if the revenue is associated with the activity, which may be possible in the 
case of sales leads from a corporate exhibition but is much more vague and complex when it comes to 
research or student enrolments generated from an industry showcase. In the case of a careers fair 
however, at which universities spend a good deal of time and investment on behalf of their student 
cohort, the returns are demonstrated through internships and graduate employment that are not 
measurable by financial standards. Instead, the outcomes from the various activities of a university are 
measured by a mixture of enrolment numbers, student retention and drop-out rates, teaching scores 
(because of student surveys), graduate employment numbers (usually within 1-2 years of graduation), 
research dollars and research publications (in ‘quality’ journals, however they themselves may be 
adjudged) and many other criteria. The ultimate measure for a university is its ranking among other 
universities, and even this is contentious based upon whichever ranking criteria is chosen.  
For example, the largest ranking system is the Center for World University Rankings (CWUR) 
established in 2012 in Saudi Arabia. This assesses the quality of education, alumni employment, research 
output, and citations but does not use surveys or data from the universities themselves; the first 
Australian university is ranked 57 on this system (CWUR, 2019). Another survey promotes another 
Australian university to a rank of 24 (82 on the CWUR ranking) based on the criteria of citations, number 
of international students and faculties, employer reputation and academic reputation, but little 
guidance as to how these criteria are reached (QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited, 2019). This same 
university is ranked 49 on the THE World University Ranking scale (Times Higher Education, 2019). These 
measures are specific and simple to relate, but in terms of their meaning they are difficult to quantify. It 
is highly unlikely that an investment of ‘Australia University’ into a Myanmar-related project would raise 
its current ranking on any set of global ranking criteria, but the fear has been expressed, at least in the 
argumentation process, that its status would be put at risk by such an involvement in the current 
political environment, notwithstanding the financial exposure.  
It is also difficult to decide upon the assignability of a 1:7 rate of return criteria in a university. 
Teachers are measured according to student feedback surveys, retention rates and graduation results, 
and researchers by citations and publications. At ‘Australia University’ 80 per cent of research revenue 
and output is achieved by 20 percent of the research staff, which means that the capacity to generate a 
seven-times return is unrealistic. If a group of researchers want to spend money on showcasing their 
talent to an industry sector, should the return on that investment come purely from that sector in the 
form of more research, or could it be measured in terms of the number of students inspired to enrol in 
the university as a result of seeing that showcase, in which case does the responsibility for generating 
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the ROI pass to the student enrolment and business development part of the university? If the cost of 
enrolling for a degree in Australia is $20,000 then fifty new students need to be enrolled (who would not 
have enrolled anyway for other reasons) to achieve the required return of $1 million. Finding the 
strategy that fits into a 1:7 ratio objective, if that is to be performance indicator, is starting to look very 
challenging. 
But is it unrealistic? In the corporate world a salesperson on a base salary of around $150,000 
would be expected to generate an annual revenue of at least $1 million. Roughly a third of this revenue 
would cover the immediate administration costs of the salesperson, including salary, insurance, 
superannuation and expenses; another third would contribute to the operating costs of support 
administration personnel and facilities, and another third to the costs of production, distribution and 
marketing related to the products and services being sold. Only the remaining ten per cent would be 
regarded as profit, hence bonuses for the salesperson would only kick in once the revenue target has 
been exceeded. Once again, only about 20 per cent of the salespeople would generate 80 per cent of 
the revenue (Zoltners, Sinha, & Lorimer, 2013). As a former sales manager in a corporate organisation 
these numbers are intuitively about right, and this is admittedly extremely basic standard economics, 
but it does demonstrate that a 1:7 return on investment objective is not unrealistic. ‘Australia 
University’, as, say, a $1 billion revenue organisation, would spend approximately $350 million each year 
on computer licences, electricity, water, security, catering and other services (Universities Australia, 
2015). There are not one thousand salespeople specifically employed by the university, but out of a full-
time staff of over five thousand, roughly half would be employed in a professional capacity and half as 
academics. It is not unrealistic to consider around a thousand of these academic and professional staff 
to be engaged directly in sourcing research funding, student enrolments, scholarships, sponsorships, 
consulting and philanthropic contributions. 
An associated criterion to being realistic is the question of being relevant. Is the objective of a 
1:7 ratio of return on investment relevant to what can realistically be expected to achieve through an 
engagement with Myanmar? For example, five years of ‘Australia University’ engagement with 
Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory of Australia has generated millions of dollars in 
government funded workforce training and research revenue. The cost of operating fly-in / fly-out 
teaching and research adds up to several staff members per year with the remainder of revenue going 
to the university as gross contribution. In financial terms it is just about a break-even operation. What is 
relevant, however, is not the financial viability, but the strategic intent in terms of the university 
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) with respect to the indigenous Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community (all Australian universities and many corporate organisations have a RAP, whichever way it is 
articulated). The objectives of (i) incorporating indigenous culture at all levels of governance, 
management and leadership, (ii) preparing staff and graduates to demonstrate cultural capability 
through learning and teaching, (iii) conducting ethical research that encourages collaboration and 
engagement with indigenous issues, (iv) committing all staff to participate in cultural capability training, 
and (v) extending efforts to increase student population to a certain level by a certain date, are all 
relevant as much to the potential of university engagement with Myanmar and other unfamiliar, remote 
and emerging markets as to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of Australia. The issue, 
therefore, is one of local capacity-building where the relevant objective relates to reducing costs and 
achieving performance measures of corporate social responsibility. This subsequently increases brand 
reputation and, possibly because of that, an improved rating on the scale of world university rankings 
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that will translate into a greater share of domestic international student enrolments and research 
investment. 
This leads on to the question of time. The original exemplar objective of a 1:7 cost / revenue 
ratio applied to an event project scenario that involves a limited time and resource allocation with an 
expected return within one year. In the case of the Northern Territory ‘project’ a 1:7 ratio would not be 
expected within the next ten years, and in the case of Myanmar such a performance could take decades 
to realise. Even, or perhaps especially, the non-financial performance indicators listed (i) to (v) above 
could take several years to be established in both cases. 
The Myanmar National Education Strategy Plan (NESP) has a timescale of between 2016 and 
2021. This sits within an overall national government goal, as stated in the NESP Executive Summary, of 
Myanmar being an upper middle-income country by 2030. Although this overall target has a definition 
of sorts,14 the NESP is less clear about its objectives: 
The MOE (Ministry of Education) commits to achieving the following NESP goal statement by the 
end of the 2020—21 financial year: Improved teaching and learning, vocational education and 
training, research and innovation leading to measurable improvements in student achievement 
in all schools and educational institutions (MOE, 2016, p. 10). 
It is even less definitive in its stated objective for the TVET sector: 
Transformational shift that the MOE commits to achieving by 2021: More learners can access 
TVET and graduate from quality-assured and labour market-responsive TVET programmes under a more 
effective TVET management system (MOE, 2016, p. 173). 
Perhaps there is a reluctance on the part of ministers and executives to be held accountable to 
results that are outside their control, in which case the objectives must be set at a level where these 
questions of time-related performance measures are more easily defined. At this stage, all that can be 
expected in the future are numbers that, hopefully, show improvements in literacy and numeracy, 
school and university student retention rates, graduate employment, per capita GNI and status on 
arbitrary world ranking systems. 
However, the ‘Australia University’ international plan does have more tangible objectives 
related to numbers of graduates in employment that align with national averages and overall 
satisfaction metrics and rankings that are intended to support the strategic vision. These are more 
explicit but are still aspirational objectives that do not go into detail around the stepping-stones towards 
a clearly defined outcome. This means, perhaps, that there is greater flexibility in designing a response 
strategy to the objectives that are presented from the market environment perspective. These are 
defined in the Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan (2018-2030) under Pillar 3 - People and the 
Planet, Goal 4: Human Resources and Social Development for a 21st Century Society: 
● Strengthen the quality of teacher recruitment, training, academic administration and 
quality assurance measures at all levels and in all forms.  
                                                          
14 Myanmar is currently a lower-middle-income economy with a Gross National Income (GNI) per capita of 
between $996 and $3,895. An upper-middle-income economy has a GNI per capita of between $3,896 and 
$12,055. (World Bank, 2019) 
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● Teachers and education managers implement a quality assessment system to improve 
student learning outcomes.  
● Develop comprehensive 21st century-ready TVET curricula that meets current and future 
private sector needs.  
● More learners access TVET and graduate from quality assured and labour market 
responsive TVET programmes under a more effective TVET management system.  
● Enable greater access to TVET for target and underrepresented groups, including 
disadvantaged population groups and people living with disabilities.  
● More learners can access TVET and graduate from quality-assured and labour market-
responsive TVET programmes under a more effective TVET management system.  
● Improve the quality of and access to higher education through improved teacher training 
and academic administration.  
● Students have equitable MOE access to a world class higher education system, leading to 
better opportunities for employment and significant contributions to a knowledge-based 
economy (Ministry of Planning and Finance, 2018, pp. 42-43). 
The use of words such as ‘strengthen,’ ‘more,’ ‘improve’ and ‘greater’ do suggest 
transformations and the plan does imply a timescale up to the year 2030 for achievement, so outcomes 
can be assessed provided that the criteria for measurement remain the same as those in place in 2018. 
It is accepted by now that highly detailed and time-specific objectives are not in place on either side of 
the stakeholder equation represented by an Australian university and the government and ministries of 
Myanmar. However, this does not mean that a form of alignment can not be articulated. Through a 
shared process a clear set of objectives that suit both sides of the alignment equation can be developed, 
and it is here that the definition of objectives and choice of strategy are a mutually exclusive part of an 
ideation process that will determine tactical programmes and action steps within a mantle of 
sustainability. Finding that alignment, and, in corporate terms, a competitive position distinguished by a 
‘unique selling proposition,’ is the next stage in the shared organisational process that seeks a rationale 
for engagement. 
7.8 Alignment 
If the objective is to pursue a Machiavellian approach by seeing Myanmar as a potential market 
‘conquest’ for ‘Australia University’ it would be possible to proceed from this point onwards by 
designing a strategy that leverages strength through exploitation of local resources and the extraction of 
revenue and intellectual capital, basically a simplistic colonialist approach. Indeed, it is possible to detect 
some element of corporate self-interest in the activities of some universities, and not just confined to 
Australia (Hil, 2012). But in this respect universities are different from commercially-oriented 
corporations such as oil and tech companies in that it is not in their interest to undertake exploitative 
strategies as they destroy the very resource on which their rationale for existence is founded – 
knowledge and intellectual discourse. 
This is where the limitations of corporate devices is exposed, in that they can be manipulated to 
justify a preconceived idea or strategy. In a corporate environment leverage factors can lead towards a 
‘winning’ position that is often articulated and communicated in simple and stark terms. But the 
complexity of the university system as an organism and organisation impels a large degree of 
collaboration with its target market in order to ensure viability and sustainability. Also, universities, in 
theory at least, are supposed to address inconvenient truths. In Australia, collaboration on innovation 
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between corporate firms and universities is very low – only 4.8 percent of firms choose universities to 
work on this essential organisational process, the majority preferring their clients, suppliers, consultants, 
industry networks and even competitors (ABS, 2019). Perhaps it is because universities are seen as too 
slow or out of touch with commercial reality, or because firms are not sufficiently matured as learning 
organisations, or possibly it is because the cultural heritage of Australia does not respect or reward such 
an association. It is a phenomenon that is not felt to such a stark degree in the USA, Europe and the UK 
(Rybnicek & Konigsgruber, 2019) and it is worth investigating in more depth. But in the current 
circumstances it suggests that the option of a university-corporate collaboration may be problematic, 
though not impossible if a leadership position is considered in the Australia-Myanmar context, and it 
must be acknowledged that many corporate firms are increasing their understanding of non-profit and 
sustainable goals as concepts of value extend beyond the financial to include environmental 
sustainability and ethical practice in terms of human relations. New ways of looking at economics, such 
as the ‘doughnut’ concept outlined by Kate Raworth (2017) and the inequalities in capital exposed by 
Thomas Picketty (2014), suggest that the everyday concerns of people living in the city, as expressed 
have a far greater impact on the design of response strategies that need to consider well-being and 
human satisfaction ‘quotas’ in addition to financial objectives.  
7.9 Uniqueness 
So far, I have not identified the key element that distinguishes ‘Australia University’ from its 
competitors in the Australian or global tertiary education sector. As discussed, the ‘flat’ profile of 
Australian universities and the Australian government federal funding structure (Davis, 2017) does not 
contribute to a scenario whereby the specialities of individual institutions can be harnessed to achieve 
competitive advantage in domestic or offshore markets. 
This means that, whereas I can suggest positions of alignment between ‘Australia University’ 
and the Myanmar environment and market, there is no distinctive edge or exclusivity that is 
immediately apparent. In corporate terms, this edge is referred to as “a unique selling proposition 
(USP)...a description of the qualities that are unique to a particular product or service and that 
differentiate it in a way which will make customers purchase it rather than its rivals.” (Hindle, 2008, p. 
197). 
The Australian tertiary education sector is considered highly but perceptions remain whereby it 
sits below the USA and Europe in terms of reputation and preferential choice (Johnson & Kumar, 2016). 
Also, currency movements, political fluctuations in USA, Britain and Europe, and ongoing sensitivities 
between Australia and Asian countries, can have an influence on relative volatility and stability that in 
turn has an impact on competitive positioning. But that is still in the context of an overall Australian 
tertiary education profile and engagement with Asia in general and Myanmar in particular. What is 
uniquely distinctive about ‘Australia University’ that aligns with a specialist need in the city of Yangon 
and its representatives in the form of agencies such as the Yangon City Development Committee and the 
Yangon Heritage Trust? 
It is possible that the location of ‘Australia University’, as a metropolitan city campus-based 
institution, has greater insight on the issues of urbanisation and the mix of heritage and modern 
infrastructure. The city of Melbourne, for example, has many areas of parallel with the city of Yangon. 
Both were reinforced as major trading centres as part of British colonial expansion; both lie some 
distance inland from the coast on major rivers; both have a grid layout to their streets at the core of 
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their overall urban plan, with the central produce and goods market positioned in the north-west 
corner; both have a mix of colonial-era heritage and modern architecture, including a grand Victorian-
style railway station, clock tower and numerous formidable buildings that are a legacy from their status 
as a former capital of their respective nations. And both occupy roughly the same metropolitan space of 
about 10,000 square kilometres, and populations in excess of 5 million (YCDC, 2019; ABS, 2019).  
A second area of potential distinctiveness lies in the method towards engagement. If the 
capacity and capability analysis does not reveal any special exclusivity to distinguish Australia from other 
metropolitan universities in Australia, it is possible that the way in which the engagement, design and 
delivery of vocational education and training solutions is conducted could create a competitive 
advantage. There is a clue to this potential revealed in the Myanmar National Education Strategic Plan 
that highlights the importance of vocational and alternative education.  
The emphasis on alternative education, as seen in projects such as the Daw Khin Kyi Foundation, 
and the acceptance of privately supported projects such as the Di Morrissey Foundation, suggests that 
the Myanmar government, in effect headed by Aung San Suu Kyi as a ‘believer’ in education as a 
Buddhist principle, does not have complete faith in its vocational system represented by the 
Government Technical Institutes. As has been heard from listening to some of the voices of trainee 
teachers in Myanmar, this lack of confidence may be widespread and fits into a perception also 
uncovered that vocational training is not accorded the same value or prestige in Asia as degree and 
postgraduate education. 
The increased accessibility to various forms of media and communications technology in 
Myanmar also opens up the potential for an Australian university to take the lead in harnessing this 
form of engagement, especially in the realm of social media. If, as seen above, Facebook is the pervasive 
form of news and media content distribution within the military and general populace of Myanmar, then 
it suggests that this market is open to a content manufacturer, deliverer and service manager (for that is 
the essential function of a university) to establish a foothold in the educational market. ‘Australia 
University’, with a leadership team experienced in the world of corporate software communication, an 
open university environment, and with a training division already established in Asia through English and 
specialist language education, plus a track-record in industry-collaboration and the development of on-
line training and education solutions, could dominate this field in Australia and the Asia-Pacific. Whereas 
specialisation is a desirable condition for an Australian university to gain a competitive edge, it is 
generally recognised that the fundamental cultural, financial and legal changes needed to bring this 
about are so immense as to be impractical and too long-term to be effective. As mentioned above, there 
are some pockets of specialisation that can be harnessed, but these sit within a wider context that 
could, paradoxically, be the source of its own uniqueness.  
The cybernetic principle and critical systems methodology demonstrates that complexity can 
only be addressed by complexity to create a viable systems model that is sustainable. The introduction, 
literature review and analysis of Myanmar in this study suggests much that goes towards the view of the 
Myanmar educational market environment as ‘messy.’ Likewise, organisational reviews of Australian 
universities and anecdotal evidence suggests that ‘Australia University’ has a ‘messy’ quality that has 
sustained its brand as an industry-connected, community-engaged and adaptable university. It is this 
‘messy’ character, referred to many times in this study, that has enabled the university to adapt from 
being the ‘sausage-machine,’ that produced masses of mechanical engineers during the heydays of the 
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Victorian manufacturing century, to being the generator of start-up and design enterprises in the 21st 
century.  
If Myanmar, and Yangon in particular with its ‘messy’ back lanes and diverse enterprises, can 
‘leapfrog’ technologies and formalities to create demand for more alternative forms of training and 
education that relate to the everyday cycles of urban survivability, then it is possible that a university 
like Australia could align itself with this form of dynamism. This of course means a lot of trial and error, 
high-speed reactivity, and a continuance of operating on the edge of the texts, rulings and governance 
constraints that go hand-in-hand with being a conservative, risk-averse, slow-moving institution. It could 
be argued, however, that operating in a ‘messy’ way on the edge of conformance, as its own form of 
‘tempered radical’ perhaps (Meyerson, 2003), is actually more loyal to the founding principle of the 
university.It is at this point that it is necessary to refer to the principles and purpose that were identified 
at the start of the process. Finding a unique way forward that denotes a competitive edge is only viable 
and sustainable if it conforms to the origins of why an organisation exists and why it adopts a certain 
vision and mission. Three unique selling propositions have been mooted – location, method and 
character – and, from now onwards, the action research methodology in this case needs to consider 
how these propositions will be harnessed to accomplish the mission, and realise the vision while staying 
true to the fundamental principles and purpose of the organisation. 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 8 – PLANNING  
Having considered the rationale for approaches of engagement, and the capacity and 
capabilities of ‘Australia University’ to respond to the expressed need in Myanmar, this chapter outlines 
the ‘how’ elements of response in terms of the institutional competency. 
8.1 Strategic Options 
Strategy is one of the most misunderstood concepts in corporate business, academia and the 
geo-political environment. This may be because one’s perception is coloured by the language of the 
military and the exploits of generals from Sun Tzu and Alexander the Great to Napoleon and beyond. But 
such a simple expression of polarity between protagonist and opponent does not always exist in reality. 
The viable systems model demonstrates that complexity transforming over time is a feature of 
relationship between two parties. This has been expressed by Freedman as follows: 
One reason why it is so difficult to anticipate how situations might develop over many stages 
results from the need to address many relationships. Strategy is often presented as being solely 
about opponents and rivals. In the first instance, however, colleagues and subordinates must 
agree on the strategy and how it should be implemented. Achieving an internal consensus often 
requires great strategic skill and must be a priority because of the weaknesses caused by 
divisions, but the accommodation of different interests and perspectives can result in a 
compromised product – suboptimal when dealing with a capable opponent. (2013, p. 612) 
Although I have suggested above that finding a shared objective is critical at some point, this 
view of strategy leading to that objective reinforces the point that an internal consensus is necessary 
before the shared narrative is explored. Hence this study places an emphasis on an institutional 
ethnography and model analysis that deals with the capacity, capability and competency positioning of 
the university, as respondent, before addressing which part of the market environment to be engaged. 
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Part of this assessment, as shown, includes the ‘texts and rulings’ that arise from an association with, 
and compliance towards, outsider reference points. As discussed, corporate business in Australia is 
inclined to seek forms of collaboration over innovation with competitors and clients in preference to 
universities. This activity, of course, increases the complexity: 
The larger the circle of cooperation required, including third parties who might become allies, the 
harder it can become to reach agreement. While there can be tensions among supposed friends, 
there can also be areas of shared interest that provide the basis for a negotiation. Rival states 
might prefer to avoid all-out war, political parties to maintain standards of civility, and 
businesses to avoid pushing prices down to unprofitable levels. This interaction between 
cooperation and conflict is at the heart of all strategy (Freedman, 2013, p. 612). 
It is important to reiterate that, from a ‘Australia University’ perspective, Myanmar and its 
educational system is not considered as the ‘opponent’ in a game of strategy. However, the whole basis 
of this thesis is built around the concept of Myanmar as, firstly, the ‘other’ in terms of a western / Asian 
dynamic polarised by culturally embedded prejudice and perspective, and secondly as an unfamiliar, 
remote and emerging market in terms of a corporate-centric approach to engagement. The tension 
between cooperation and conflict is an inevitable consequence of that historical dialectic, and it is a 
question of where the engagement sits: 
There is a spectrum marked by complete consensus at one end and complete control at the 
other. Both extremes are rare and almost certainly unstable as circumstances change and new 
types of interest emerge. In practice, the choice may well be between degrees of conciliation or 
coercion. As the best way of coping with superior strength is often to put together a coalition or 
break up that of the opponent, strategy is apt to involve compromises and negotiations...This 
can require difficult forms of accommodation to keep a party neutral and away from the enemy 
camp. All this explains why strategy is an art and not a science. It comes into play when 
situations are uncertain, unstable, and thus unpredictable (Freedman, 2013, p. 612) 
The concept of unpredictability and turbulence is a common theme throughout this study, both 
in terms of urban environments and university structure. This ‘messy’ character is therefore an 
important element in the consideration of strategic responses to a situation where these socio-
economic urban and political university environments align. 
There are three areas of strategic choice identified from the analysis conducted of the market 
environment and institutional capacity and capability. These are location, method and character, and 
they lead towards a distinctive element that should demonstrate a competitive edge as well as a 
sustainable long-term response framework. This summary of strategic options will consider three 
alternatives that represent a rough spectrum of opportunity and institutional competency for each of 
the areas of strategic choice. 
8.1.1 Location 
The first area of choice is location. Geographical positioning is an important element of strategy 
in business (Porter, 2000) and in urban innovation (Florida, 2008). It has already been discussed that the 
singular characteristic of Australian universities as essentially one university located across many 
different campuses. This location-centric approach has three options: the city of Melbourne, an 
‘Australia University’ Asian hub, and an ‘Australia University’ Myanmar campus. 
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8.1.1.1 Melbourne 
One of the strategic options for any Australian university lacking a distinctive discipline speciality 
is to consolidate within its central location and to use this as a basis on which to build an international 
engagement strategy, harnessing the business development activity of the city as an economic and 
cultural ‘brand’ in Asia, working alongside trade, state and local government delegations to remote and 
emerging markets15. This strategy uses the city of Melbourne as an exemplar of issues such as 
multiculturalism, pluralism, sustainability, economic growth and heritage conservation and integration 
with modern urban planning developments. As discussed earlier, the city of Melbourne has many 
attributes that are similar to the city of Yangon in Myanmar and this historical and cultural commonality 
can be adapted to establish opportunities for engagement, even though Melbourne is not ‘twinned’ 
with Yangon in terms of an official civic relationship. 
8.1.1.2 Asian Hub 
Most Australian universities have a campus or hub in Asia and these are used as relationship-
building centres from which to engage in building government and business networks as well as draw in 
students for teaching and research programmes. These established hubs, whether in Vietnam, Malaysia, 
Singapore or Indonesia, can take advantage of the flexibilities generated through ASEAN to penetrate 
into new and emerging markets such as Myanmar without the tyranny of distance limiting opportunities 
for student enrolment. There is no guarantee, of course, that a campus in Vietnam or a hub in Singapore 
will be more attractive to a student from Myanmar as cultural, language and political gaps still apply 
within southeast Asia as much as between Asia and  Australia. There are disadvantages in that there 
remains a perception that transnational programmes are inferior compared to those taught at the 
country or city of origin, and students do not get sufficient exposure to an international, meaning 
primarily ‘western,’ lifestyle (Ziguras & McBurnie, 2011), although there is also evidence that the initial 
difficulties with cultural empathy are ultimately rewarding (Dunn & Wallace, 2004).  
8.1.1.3 Myanmar Campus 
A third option within the category of location is for ‘Australia University’ to consider the 
establishment of a campus, or at least a brand presence in Myanmar itself through a physical 
manifestation, an agent or a partnership with an existing university or technical institute. The Australian 
National University has a Myanmar Research Centre at its Canberra location that has research links and 
exchange programmes with the University of Yangon (Australian National University, 2019), and 
Murdoch University in Western Australia is a partner since 2018 of the Kaplan Myanmar University 
College, a global private education provider, in Yangon  delivering primarily business study courses 
(Kaplan Myanmar, 2019). These relationships take a great deal of time and effort reliant on strong 
personal relationships and business cases to set up, and can be hampered by unseen and unknown 
factors – an offer from a particular school at ‘Australia University’ to establish an MOU with the 
University of Yangon has been met with no response after several months; and earlier attempts to 
establish basic English language programmes through an agency in Yangon collapsed. The protocols and 
                                                          
15 It could be argued that the opposite applies. Oxford and Cambridge universities in the UK derive much of 
their reputation and distinctiveness from being both equally remote from, and accessible to, the commercial 
and political capital of London, yet each gain from their coalescence into one distinctive ‘Oxbridge’ global 
brand. 
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legalities around the establishment of a physical presence, added to the complications involved in 
maintaining relationships, make this option a difficult proposition at this stage. 
8.1.2 Method 
The other area of consideration is the method of approach by which ‘Australia University’ seeks 
to engage as a vehicle for responding to the need for education.  
8.1.2.1 Corporate Collaboration 
The first option in this area is for the university to collaborate with a corporate organisation, 
preferably Australian, already operating in Myanmar or seeking to invest with a requirement to provide 
proprietary technical or management training. Studwell (2014) has argued that much of the vocational 
training that occurs in southeast Asia is generated via the firm. Case studies such as the Yadani project 
and the KFC launch in Yangon demonstrate the effectiveness and opportunities that arise from 
corporate training programmes. Also, conversations with vocational education staff at ‘Australia 
University’ have revealed a preparedness to consider and respond to requests from Australian-based 
corporate firms to work alongside them in delivering training programmes. The attractiveness of this 
approach is that the corporate firm takes the risk on investment and the building of cultural, political 
and economic ties while the university takes the position of being a third-party provider of qualifications 
or credentials. An example of this arrangement can be seen in the case of the Myanmar Education 
Development Company, a private organisation set up with funds of US$100 million by an academic, and 
engineer and an entrepreneur to secure a partnership with an Australian tertiary education provider 
that provides the academic credentials and branding profile (Austrade, 2019). 
The problem, however, is one of principle. Whereas this may be a financially more viable option 
it also means that the university has little or no control over the nature and dynamics of the relationship 
and is unable to take a leadership position in building credibility and profile. The training involved in this 
kind of arrangement, although endowing skills for the individual, is ultimately in the interests of the 
firm. The choice of firm with which to collaborate in this area is critical and due diligence and care would 
need to be taken to avoid exploitation and to be wary of a focus only on the corporate imperative to 
generate shareholder value at the expense of worker’s rights, especially women, children and unskilled 
or semi-skilled, migrant male labourers that are most at risk. Many Australian universities, ‘Australia 
University’ included, have successfully engaged in the delivery and assessment of one-off training 
programmes attached to large corporate firms in Asia and the Middle-East, but these have not 
translated into long-term strategic or sustainable relationships. The interest (or curiousity) of corporate 
firms into the investment opportunities in Myanmar during the early days of a transition to a democratic 
and more open business environment post-2011 has waned due to the controversies surrounding the 
Rohingya crisis and concerns around ethics and stability. Ironically perhaps, at a time when it could be 
argued that basic education and training, including for the military, is most needed to contribute to 
standards and rules of governance, the option of collaborating with commercially-driven firms is subject 
to economic risk factors that are sensitive to political turbulence, not least in the personal power-
associated narrative of Aung San Suu Kyi. The work conducted around social and relational capital with 
Asian firms is relevant in this scenario and, although much has been considered in the more developed 
economies such as China, South Korea and Japan,16 (Hitt, Lee, & Yucel, 2002) emerging countries are yet 
                                                          
16 The terms used for social capital programmes in China, Korea and Japan are, respectively, guanxi, inmak and 
kankei. The corporate philosophy of Canon, a Japanese company I worked for over seven years, is known as 
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to embrace the full benefits of this resource, even though informal and social networks form a 
significant part of their economy. 
8.1.2.2 Informal Networks 
A second approach option is one that Aung San Suu Kyi herself has articulated in response to the 
question of Australian university engagement with Myanmar: “start to build informal networks” (Kyi A. 
S., 2013). The plotting of informal networks through individual contacts and through the auspices of 
bodies such as the Australia Myanmar Institute, the ‘Australia University’ Myanmar Interest Group, the 
Myanmar Research Centre, the Yangon Heritage Trust, Mote Oo, ABC International Development and 
others have been as extensive and convoluted as the Peace Industrial Complex artwork cited earlier in 
this thesis (Yawnghwe).  
Informal networks are a symptom, as well as a driver, of urban development: 
In the largely agrarian Southeast Asian states, the motor effects of cities and the high 
environmental and social risks that result from the rapid, unplanned urban growth for the entire 
state are often overlooked. Especially in Yangon, almost all fields of basic and applied urban 
research are missing. Research gaps exist in particular with regard to the dynamics of urban 
expansion and land-use change, as well as the environmental consequences of rising water and 
energy issues, as well as larger volumes of waste and sewage. Special importance is attached to 
the study of transformation processes, i.e. the understanding and analysis of socio-economic 
changes as a result of Myanmar's orientation to the market economy (Kraas F. , 2005, p. 409)  
This dynamic of the market economy, especially pertinent to the city of Yangon which, it could 
be said, was ‘abandoned’ to market forces when stripped of its national capital status in 2005, has 
resulted in the prevalence of conditions that encourage informality: 
Increasingly, megacities are subject to an up to now unknown loss of governability and 
control...with the consequence that more and more processes are unregulated and take place 
informally or illegally (Kraas F. , 2007, p. 12). 
The use of social media, whether benevolently or insidiously, has assisted in the growth of 
informal networks, and informality through mobile phone technology has become a feature of work 
practices globally, especially in emerging markets (Jeffrey & Doron, 2013). The importance of informal 
economies in Yangon has been recognised since colonial times as part of a ‘pluralist’ society (Furnivall, 
1948), and more recently as a phenomenon within the transition from a rural to an urban economy: 
Not only the majority of the informal sector is located in the urban areas, but they are also 
mainly based on indigenous resources. Therefore, in order to intervene in the best way to 
stimulate sustainable economic growth and job creation, the nature and the characteristics of 
the informal sector need to be better understood. (Lynn, 2006, p. 311) 
Whereas the informal sector is recognised as having a significant role in transition economies, 
the difficulty of understanding the role of the informal economy is echoed in more recent studies that 
consider it from both the perspective of Myanmar society and from that of an Australian corporate 
                                                          
kyosei, which seeks to make every management decision geared towards “seeing all people, regardless of 
culture, customs, language or race, harmoniously living and working together in happiness into the future.” 
Source: https://global.canon/en/vision/philosophy.html 
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standpoint. Thawnghmung, for example, suggests that the larger political implications of an informal 
economy evolving from the everyday coping strategies have not been fully examined. Instead, “when 
such questions are raised, the analysis has been targeted at one particular form of coping or at 
understanding how coping strategies affect power relations between those who make and enforce the 
rules and those who are subject to them.” (Thawnghmung, 2019, p. 66). These coping strategies can take 
the form of escape or the seeking of alternative sources of employment through labour migration, 
increased social media engagement, family support mechanisms and the resorting to religion, drugs, 
alcohol and gambling and other negative or positive ways to enhance perceived well-being, all more or 
less dependent on active social networks (Chua & Wellman, 2015).  
Thawnghmung does distinguish between home-based and mobile businesses as ‘self-enhancing 
accommodation strategies’ that are small-scale enterprises created in response to the need to survive in 
oppressive and disempowering political and economic environments. Thawnghmung herself entered the 
informal economy following the 1988 military coup as a pig broker by taking advantage of pig owners on 
suburban smallholdings who were unwilling to slaughter their own livestock and she cites many other 
examples of this opportunistic behaviour in Yangon and across Myanmar (Thawnghmung, 2019, p. xiii). 
In Yangon more than 90 per cent of informal entrepreneurs like Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung acquired 
their technical or craft skills, and their managerial and administrative skills, on a self-study or on-the-job 
basis (Lynn, 2006, p. 329). 
The lack of access to, or trust in, the formal education and enterprise system is not confined to 
individuals. It has been shown earlier that Australian corporate firms prefer to collaborate on innovation 
research with their peers, suppliers and even competitors before consulting with the tertiary education 
sector. An Australian report (NCVER, 2018) suggests there is a similar tendency towards informality with 
respect to vocational training: whereas over 90 per cent of Australian employers provided some form of 
training to their employees, only about half engaged with the tertiary vocational education system, and 
over 80 per cent provided informal and unaccredited training; and, in further echoing the concerns of 
Lynn (2006) and Thawnghmung (2019) above, the lack of research into the area of informal training adds 
to the shortfall in an understanding of the informal economy: 
While both accredited and unaccredited training were selected by employers to meet their skill 
needs, little research is available on the impact that the type of training has on the employee, 
particularly with respect to the transferability and recognition of their skills to other occupations 
or industries. (White, Silva, & Rittie, 2018, p. 3) 
The overall sense of ‘seeing’ and listening to the voices of Yangon points to an ad hoc treatment 
of the small-scale enterprise economy and associated vocational training system, making it difficult for a 
university, even with vocational capacity and capability, to engineer a response. Where there is an 
alliance or engagement with a corporate firm there is still no guarantee that this will enable access to 
the sectors of the working population where the training may be needed the most. Also, defining the 
informal sector, by its very nature, is difficult, making engagement with that sector all the more 
problematic, especially where a university is constrained by texts and rulings that lean towards a risk-
averse standpoint.  
This task of finding a strategic response option to the informal market that satisfies an 
educational need in Myanmar and the city of Yangon can be measured alongside a set of criteria 
developed by the International Labour Organisation in respect to a longstanding study conducted in 
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Kenya, now known as the classic ‘Kenya Report’ (ILO, 1972). The criteria on which a conclusion regarding 
the informality or formality of an economy can be based are (i) the ease or difficulty of entering the 
market, (ii) the resources primarily harnessed to support the economy, (iii) the core of ownership of the 
enterprise, (iv) the scale of the operation, (v) the nature of the production, in other words, where the 
equity is based and how productivity is generated, (vi) how and from where skills are acquired, and (vii) 
the nature of the market environment in which the enterprise operates. A summary of this 
characterisation is cited as follows (Table 4): 
 
CRITERIA INFORMAL SECTOR FORMAL SECTOR 
Entry Easy Difficult 
Resources Indigenous Overseas resources 
Ownership Family Corporate 
Scale of operation Small Large 
Nature of production Labour-intensive Capital-intensive 
Skills acquisition Outside formal system Formal, expatriate 
Nature of markets Unregulated and competitive Protected (tariffs, quotas and 
licences) 
 
Table 4. Comparison of informal and formal sectors in labour markets. Source: Lynn, 2006, p. 314. 
 
For ‘Australia University’ to address the informal sector in Myanmar, therefore, requires an 
engagement with each of those criteria, bearing in mind that an approach that is primarily formal runs 
the risk of access constraint and the potential conflict with nationalistic imperatives that exist within 
Myanmar, and any unfamiliar emerging economy, as discussed in the introduction to this thesis. 
Australian universities are not structurally geared towards small, family, informal and unregulated 
systems, although periphery and spin-off entities (or organisms) allied to universities, such as on-line 
and enterprise-active operations, may have greater flexibility. The reliance on overseas resources and 
capital-intensive financing rather than labour-intensive sources of productivity, also creates potential 
areas of sensitivity, and even possibly conflict, that do little to move away from the colonial-era 
‘interventions’ that are the subject of so much discord recognised in studies examined in the early part 
of this thesis. Finding a space between these two poles of informal and formal is potentially where an 
offshore university has scope to operate, as long as there is an awareness that “this may lead to a 
continual process of conflict and renegotiation between the administration and informal actors that 
politicises the sector. Another form of ‘semi-formality’ exists in the case of partly formal firms that may 
use the ability to bribe officials in order to escape particular aspects of the regulatory system.” (Lynn, 
2006, p. 314). 
As with the development and value of social and relational capital in the developed corporate 
sector (see 8.1.2.1) there is scope to consider the contribution of the informal social economy in 
emerging countries in southeast Asia, although cognisant of the qualification that “some scholars have 
started questioning if the informal ties and networks in the context of East Asia fit to the notion of social 
capital because it is framed from the Western perspective for the special type of informal ties and 
networks prevailing in the West, thus not necessary (sic) the same as in the East.” (Ping & Xie, 2019, p. 
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306). A paradox arises, not just from the potential polarities between Western and Eastern perspectives 
(that, incidentally, persist in even the most up-to-date commentaries), but also from the attempt to 
impose a structured systems approach to messy and informal scenarios. However, as Ping and Xie 
conclude, “both Eastern and Western managers need to realize that paradoxical issues in management 
are not only unavoidable but also necessary and desirable, so they must learn how to effectively manage 
them, especially from the perspective of yin-yang balancing.” (2019, p. 317). 
8.1.2.3 Project 
The third option within the category of method is to focus on a single project. Project-based 
learning (PBL) has been well-established in tertiary education as a means of enhancing learning and 
connecting with industry, although much of the research related to PBL has been conducted within the 
engineering and information technology disciplines where well-defined parameters align with the 
principles of project management that operates within set timescales and clear objectives, and where 
industry is able to apply short-term research outcomes that are not constrained by academic protocols 
and timetables (Chandrasekaran, Stojcevski, Littlefair, & Joordans, 2013; Simic, et al., 2016; 
Thevathayan, 2018). For a definition of project-based learning I refer to Tamin and Grant (2013) who 
build upon a body of work to conclude:  
Project-based learning (PjBL) is an instructional model that is based on the constructivist 
approach to learning, which entails the construction of knowledge with multiple perspectives, 
within a social activity, and allows for self-awareness of learning and knowing while being 
context dependent. (There are) five sets of criteria for PjBL: projects should be central to the 
curriculum, focused on problems that drive the students to struggle with major concepts, involve 
the students in constructivist investigation, student-driven, and realistic. Furthermore, common 
features to PjBL implementation are an anchor of the activity, a task, an investigation, provision 
of resources, scaffolding, collaboration, and opportunities for reflection and transfer. (Tamin & 
Grant, 2013, p. 72). 
There is much in this definition that allows for project work to be harnessed as a means for 
engagement with Myanmar and a specific activity related to the city of Yangon that is student-driven 
with the potential for social change in terms of educational practice. It has been shown in the literature 
review and subsequent observations how shared experiences between Australian university students 
and the people of Myanmar can result in sustainable social change, and there is no doubt that the 
criteria originally designated to more technical and pragmatic scenarios can be adapted to the less 
tangible and definable sociological environment. So called ‘wicked’ projects are now commonplace 
among management and leadership modules associated with graduate and executive MBA programmes, 
and short-term projects are increasingly becoming part of academic curricula in universities, although 
experiential learning through projects does face the problem of ensuring the availability of consistent 
and ‘nourishing’ environments (Cano, Lidon, Rebollar, Roman, & Saenz, 2006).  
Allied to this emphasis on project work is an increasing tendency towards the enhancing of 
student experience, both as a means to achieve relevance in curriculum-based studies and as a way of 
preparing students for the world of work and community (Universities Australia, 2014). Student 
experience projects are now major business opportunities for brokerage firms and most Australian 
universities have set up global experience offices that administer projects, study tours and exchange 
programmes. This means that the potential for project work in Myanmar and other remote and 
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emerging markets is already embedded in most Australian university protocols, subject to risk factors 
and logistics. There is no doubt that the placing of students into project teams does simulate a potential 
work environment, and this is a justification for universities to introduce the practice, but time 
constraints and inequities in contribution between participants can devalue the experience (Hansen, 
2010) and the subsequent evaluation of individual work can be problematic (Clark, 2005). This means 
that a systematic perspective, where there is a focus on the overall experience rather than isolated 
projects, has the potential to be harnessed if managed in a shared environment (McNaught, Whithear, 
& Browning, 1999). 
The key would be to find a scenario where joint project work can be designed and implemented 
that fits within the strategic objectives, principles, vision and values of the respective parties in 
Myanmar and Australia. This requires a systems approach. It is already clear, for example, that the cities 
of Melbourne and Yangon have much in common with regards to colonial-era heritage and diversity of 
population, therefore the Yangon Heritage Trust could be considered as a potential project partner. 
Indeed, urban and social studies students from ‘Australia University’ have already visited the YHT as part 
of their induction into urban development issues. The strategic intent of the YHT demonstrates where 
these project opportunities could lie: 
A Strategy that Combines Immediate Action with long-Term Planning – Heritage conservation in 
Yangon faces a very particular set of political, social and financial challenges. There is great 
pressure on the city’s heritage from development and neglect, this pressure will only increase in 
coming years. To succeed, conservation and urban planning efforts must combine immediate 
action with small-scale demonstration projects and establish a broader planning framework 
based on a long-term vision and strengthened legislation. 
Immediate Action: establish a moratorium on demolition in interim conservation areas and set 
up basic planning processes to manage change affecting heritage places. 
Building Support and Awareness: begin key renovation projects and public realm upgrades for 
public benefit to provide living examples of proper conservation practice, while YHT continues its 
advocacy work. 
Long-term planning: introduce first-generation, full planning controls and processes...and 
provide detailed urban design and heritage building guidelines for new development. (Rooney, S. 
(Ed), 2016, pp. 6-7) 
The YHT operates very much on a project-by-project basis, using the intellectual capital and 
public awareness it has generated from each successful completion to propel its reputation and 
expertise onto the next task and project opportunity. In this way, it has built up a professional capability 
and exposure to government to the extent that it is now engaged closely with the Yangon City 
Development Committee as an advisory on the urban development of Yangon.  
As discussed earlier, a project that can be identified in association with a body such as the YHT 
has the advantage of enabling momentum to be developed around protocols, sharing of knowledge and 
expertise that will fuel a transition to the next project and so on in a ‘slingshot’ process. The strategic 
intent of the YHT outlined above allows scope for this approach to be accomplished as it recognises the 
transition from short-term activity to long-term planning built upon a vision for the city of Yangon. There 
is also scope to break down the strategy into manageable components that can be allocated to various 
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disciplines of the university, not least the issues around governance, advocacy, planning and public 
engagement as well as the more prosaic issues around heritage conservation and urban development. 
Each of these components can be fashioned into project work related to student curriculum-based 
activity. 
8.1.3 Character 
The final set of strategic options lies in the character of the university and the relationship that it 
will have with the market environment and the target organisation or entities. From the research and 
analysis conducted in this study I have identified three character options that capture the kind of 
university and the kind of relationship  established to be effective in responding to the expressed need 
in Myanmar. These options are (i) to continue to be a comprehensive ‘flat’ university within the 
traditional Australian tertiary education scenario as outlined by Davis (2017), (ii) to strive towards 
speciality as a means of differentiation and competitive advantage, and (iii) to harness the ‘messy-ness’ 
of the university and dynamics of interaction with the market environment. 
8.1.3.1 Comprehensive 
The nature and characteristics of the Australian comprehensive university have already been 
discussed and there would seem to be little advantage in pursuing this feature as a means of effecting 
change in the Myanmar socio-economic urban environment. Nearly all Australian tertiary institutions 
have a ‘footprint’ in Asia, some more ahead than others in engagement strategies with emerging 
markets. However, taking a leadership position may not be the best option in a market that is highly 
volatile and subject to accelerated growth. If the rising tide of Asian students studying in Australia 
continues then there is a benefit in allowing risk factors to be resolved by others and to accept 
increasing numbers of international students through organic growth, currently around 9 per cent 
(Australian Government. Department of Education and Training, 2019). There is evidence to show, as in 
the case of ‘Shein,’ my own business student, that these international students will return to their 
country of origin to develop capacity in their chosen career areas, having taken advantage, on their own 
terms, of a ‘western’ education and exposure to the dynamics of an Australian university. 
This relatively passive ‘wait-and-see’ approach is perhaps sensible when considering the 
engagement with politically volatile and emerging offshore economies, such as Myanmar is today. The 
attitude that was expressed in the conversations around the university are indicative of a risk-averse 
standpoint that allows for a more organic strategy of engagement, largely based on the ability of cohorts 
of middle-class international students to fund their own overseas education. 
8.1.3.2 Specialist 
Conversations with university staff and commentary on the state of the Australian university 
environment suggest that to be a specialist university in Australia is not considered viable due to the 
financial and funding structure, as well as the cultural changes that would have to be engineered over a 
long period of time to allow specialisation to be effective. The individual Australian universities are 
successful, not because of their degree of specialisation, such as Cranfield in the UK or Stanford in the 
USA, but because they have all been able to rise with the tide of increasing international student cohorts 
and a proximity to Asian markets, as well as maintaining their comprehensive profile largely within their 
own metropolitan regions. If there is any degree of specialisation among Australian universities it is 
through their location rather than their discipline areas. This is a feature not just of Australian 
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universities - a global survey has found that the degree of specialisation in the entire university sector is 
limited: 
The claim that universities specializing in a discipline tend to perform in their areas of 
specialisation better than general universities do in the same areas, was found to be valid in 4 
disciplines: biological sciences primarily related to humans, clinical medicine, molecular biology 
and biochemistry, and in physics. 
In all other disciplines, no significant correlation was found between a university's degree of 
activity in a discipline and the average citation impact of its papers in that discipline. Perhaps 
these outcomes indicate that the concept of 'critical mass' in research activity is more relevant in 
'big science' than it is in other domains of scholarship. (Moed, 2006, pp. 2-3) 
However, I have found evidence of critical mass, or ‘density’ in the institutional ethnographic 
analysis of ‘Australia University’ that reveals a degree of specialisation in the areas of smart technology, 
urban and society, and emerging enterprise, or start-up activation. These broad areas of focus, on 
further analysis, have revealed a particular interest in smart water technology, urban design and 
infrastructure. It is in these areas that it is possible to assign ‘Australia University’ some aspects of 
specialist credibility, even though it is acknowledged that other universities can make significant 
contributions to these disciplines by virtue of their locality in such a large and diverse continent as 
Australia. The conditions for urban sustainability alongside integrated water management in the tropical 
regions of Brisbane and Darwin are very different from the more temperate conditions in Melbourne 
and Tasmania, and the dry environment of Western Australia, with all areas subject to the variable 
impact of climate change and extreme weather events. For example, there is even a difference in 
conditions between the old-forest eastern outer-suburban area of Melbourne and the dry scrub plains 
of the western outer suburbs that allows for diverse specialist environmental research studies to take 
place.  
In this respect, ‘Australia University’, as an urban-centric metropolitan university, is able to find 
alignment with the urban conditions and issues that are faced by the city of Yangon, and to harness its 
own areas of speciality within its framework of continuing to operate as a comprehensive university 
alongside others of a similar profile in Australia. 
8.1.3.3 Messy 
The third element revealed and referred to often in this study is the character of messiness. This 
is a character that is not only identified within the university sector in Australia, and in particular at 
‘Australia University’, but is also a feature of urbanisation and development in southern and southeast 
Asia. This is largely due to the failure or difficulty of emerging or re-emerging urban conglomerates 
being able to cope adequately with the pressure of rising and intra-migrant populations: 
In a process of messy urbanisation...a sizeable proportion of the region’s urban population live in 
slums, and cities have been growing outward, spilling over their administrative boundaries, 
rather than upward through the construction of taller buildings. And with growth occurring 
beyond city limits, much urbanisation has been hidden – a growing number of people in the 
region live in places that possess strong urban characteristics but that are not officially 
recognised as urban.  
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Messy urbanisation is reflected in the estimated 130 million people (in India) who live in slums 
typified by poor quality housing in hazardous areas and a lack of access to basic services. It is 
also reflected in faster population growth on the periphery of major cities in areas beyond 
municipal boundaries. The spillover of cities across their boundaries creates challenges for 
metropolitan coordination in the delivery of basic services and the provision of infrastructure. 
(Peter Ellis and Mark Roberts, 2016, p.3) 
Spillover, diversity and the issues related to messy and hidden urbanisation factors have an 
impact on agglomeration economies making it difficult to deliver, or for individuals to generate, the 
conditions that enable a ‘decent living’ that, in turn, generate the kind of growth needed for the city to 
compete in international export markets. It has been discussed how successful cities are dense and 
congested but it is also necessary to acknowledge that high congestion costs constrain sustainable urban 
development by making cities less attractive to migrants from rural areas and foreign direct investment: 
The strength of congestion forces can be mitigated...if investments in infrastructure and basic 
services keep pace with demand as more people and firms congregate in urban areas. Without 
sufficient investment, urban infrastructure and services become stretched, reducing quality and 
access. The effects of congestion forces also depend on the ability of land and housing markets 
to respond to rising demand for urban residential, industrial, and commercial property – and the 
ability to address the environmental concerns associated with pollution. (Ellis & Roberts, 2016, p. 
4) 
Messiness, therefore, is an authentic characteristic that applies to both the university and the 
urban development sectors and highlights their status as dynamic and organic learning systems rather 
than perceiving them as structured entities. It is a characteristic that can be harnessed and leveraged, 
especially within the context of a larger scenario that is impacted by climate change, geo-political issues, 
the challenges of equitable distribution and empowerment, particularly in the area of gender equality, 
and the contribution of labour productivity to capital, and population growth and migration. 
8.2 Strategic Choice 
Having examined the strategic options, the choice of strategy is based upon the thinking process 
that considers reaction to informed intelligence, to intuitive interpretation, to a conformance with 
higher authority within the university, to compliance with the texts and rulings that represent values 
and culture of the organisation. This process is reflective, and in some respects highly subjective and 
selective. But it is informed by an institutional ethnography, ways of ‘seeing’ and ‘listening’ to the 
Myanmar environment, and by a critical thinking process, leading to argumentation and an action 
research paradigm. I am now in a position to plot the preferences that have arisen from the discussion 
around strategic options.  
In terms of the category of location the preferred options would seem to focus on a Melbourne-centric 
approach with the supporting element of developing and leveraging from a southeast Asian hub that 
enhances proximity and logistical as well as cultural ties to the Myanmar market environment. The 
setting up of a Myanmar campus or physical agency at this stage is not considered viable.  
With respect to the method of approach the preferred option is to follow the advice given by 
Aung San Suu Kyi at the Sydney Opera House in November 2013 and to build upon informal networks. 
These networks can be generated by students as well as academics from ‘Australia University’, and from 
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professionals operating in business development roles in association with peak bodies and government 
agencies. A natural outcome of this approach has been, and will continue to be, the creation of specific 
projects that can be managed within the constraints of the university protocols and the Myanmar social, 
economic and political environmental conditions. Although collaboration with corporate firms operating 
in Myanmar does offer one-off opportunities for engagement and the delivery of training and education 
programs there has not been evidence to suggest that these would expand beyond the proprietary 
constraints of the firm into the wider society. Also, ‘Australia University’ would be subject to the 
controls of the firm which, although holding most of the risk, would not allow for the integrity of the 
university ethos. Corporate engagement remains an option in specific circumstances but is not preferred 
in this case over a more organic and shared approach based on more community collaborative 
approach. 
In terms of the character-based options it seems more appropriate that informal network-
building and the encouragement of collaborative projects leans towards the opportunity to harness the 
messy characteristics of both the university and the Myanmar urban environment, particularly in 
Yangon. Arising out of an acknowledgement of this scenario will be an adoption of specialist elements 
and areas of strength that can be harnessed to develop a proactive and collaborative approach. 
Although the characteristic of Australian universities being comprehensive and ‘flat’ in their profile has 
enabled the entire Australian tertiary education to be successful, this is largely due to incoming cohorts 
of international students providing a tide of revenue and capacity from which all benefit.  
This combination of elements and preferences enables us to draw up a table of strategic options 
from which can be articulated a strategic approach for ‘Australia University’ (Table 5). 
 
ELEMENT / 
PREFERENCE 
1 2 3 
LOCATION Melbourne Asia-hub Myanmar campus 
METHOD Informal networks Project Corporate 
collaboration 
CHARACTER Messy Specialist Comprehensive 
 
Table 5. Summary of ‘Australia University’ strategic options. 
The preferred strategy, therefore, is for a Melbourne-based informal network method that 
harnesses messy characteristics. This is supported by leanings towards the second area of preference 
that is an Asia-hub utilising existing facilities, such as in Vietnam, Malaysia or Singapore, project-based 
activities and the utilisation of specialist resources. 
8.3 Strategy 
As discussed above ‘strategy’ is one of the most used, and perhaps one of the most misused, 
terms in the corporate and academic worlds. In corporate terms, the most accepted concept of strategy 
originates with Porter’s definition of three generic approaches for a firm, being lower cost, 
differentiation in service or product, and focus on a geographical market or particular sector (Porter, 
1980). Porter of course later added more sophistication to this generic summary and described the 
essence of strategy as choosing a unique and valuable position founded in systems of activities that are 
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difficult to match by competitors (Porter, 1996). It is significant that this later definition is concurrent 
with the concept of viable systems and the principle that only complexity can match complexity 
developed by the critical systems methodologists cited earlier in this study. 
The most important aspect of Porter’s and other subsequent definitions, however, is the 
element of control that is implied within a strategic approach. In the business world up to the 1970s the 
pervading idea was an acceptance of the ‘invisible hand’ of market forces, a concept derived from Adam 
Smith in the 18th century. It was not until Alfred Chandler replaced this with the ‘visible hand’ of 
management (Chandler, 1977) that was considered more efficient in the coordination of goods and 
services from producers to consumers (Hindle, 2008). This imperative of efficiency and control is 
derived, in its turn, from military strategy since the times of the ancient Greeks (the originators of the 
word ‘strategy’ meaning leadership in war), Sun Tzu and Machiavelli up to the latter half of the 
twentieth century when a military career was considered good training for management (Hindle, 2008). 
There is much in the traditional sense of military strategy that is enlightening and useful, but there is 
now more resonance, except in some more dictatorial environments, with a shared, less interventionist, 
less ‘colonialist’ approach to the development of strategy, or at least a strategic approach that allows for 
collaborative inclusion, rather than exploitation, between parties and stakeholders. 
The purpose of strategy is to mobilise resources as to ‘how’ an objective will be achieved, a 
mission accomplished and a vision realised. In this respect, strategy comes before structure, an 
imperative often forgotten in the modern corporate habit of restructuring and re-engineering human 
resources. It should be articulated in simple, straightforward, easily communicated and understandable 
terms.  
However, it is important to be cognisant of the element of risk present in both the Myanmar 
scenario and in the political composition of the university sector in Australia. Unforeseen circumstances 
have the potential to disrupt the best laid plans and history is full of examples where noble visions and 
objectives have been thwarted by conditions that impel a strategy of delay or withdrawal: “That Richard 
did not achieve his strategic aim of taking Jerusalem is no less a measure of his greatness and 
sophistication, since generals also require the moral courage to avoid placing inadequate forces in 
jeopardy from which there will be no escape.” (Miller D. , 2005, p.177)17 The option of doing nothing and 
either waiting for circumstances to change or for resource capacity and capability to be more aligned to 
the objective is a valid strategy and, in practical and realistic terms, is one that a risk-averse institution 
such as ‘Australia University’ is likely to pursue in the short-term. Following the analysis of the strategic 
options above, however, and based on the identification of a unique and distinctive characteristic of 
‘Australia University’, I have crafted the following statement of strategy that outlines how ‘Australia 
University’ could respond to the need for the kind of education in a way that will contribute to the 
enabling of social and economic empowerment for the people of Myanmar: 
Overall, ‘Australia University’ will align with the city of Yangon in Myanmar to harness 
respective ‘messy’ characteristics within a scope of sustainability and socio-economic viability to 
develop an education solution geared towards enabling people to earn a decent living for themselves.  
                                                          
17 This passage refers to King Richard the First of England and his decision not to persist with an advance on Jerusalem 
during the Third Crusade in 1192.  
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Specifically, ‘Australia University’ will leverage its location within the city of Melbourne and 
presence in southeast Asia to harness specialities in urban heritage sustainability and water science 
and management.  
It will build informal networks around complex issues that lead to the development of an 
economically viable and socially sustainable short-term project.  
This will act as the origin of a slingshot progression through systemic activities leading 
towards a deeper and long-term engagement. 
This is a strategy, in Porter’s terms, of focus rather than immediate differentiation or 
geographical expansion. In this statement there is a clear intent, a positioning, a definition of scope and 
focus, a methodology, an objective and a consequence of action within the framework of key 
stakeholders, all based on the principle of learning exchange and sharing of experience. This strategy will 
be implemented within the parameters of what is considered necessary for basic efficiency 
(survivability) and what is viable in terms of effectiveness (sustainability) in line with the principle of 
‘doughnut economics’ (Raworth, 2017).  
__________________________________________________________________________________  
CHAPTER 9 - PERFORMANCE  
This chapter outlines the support mechanisms to the strategy in terms of tactical operations and 
action points with a summary of the positioning and planning process. It is in this space that the 
competency of ‘Australia University’ to respond will be revealed. The achievement of a certain level of 
‘performance’ is critical to the concept of systems thinking and systems dynamics discussed in chapter 5. 
Jackson (2019) defines three levels of achievement as (i) actuality, what we manage to do now with 
existing resources and constraints, (ii) capability, what we could achieve now with existing resources and 
constraints, but with more effort, and (iii) potentiality, what we might be doing by developing resources 
and removing constraints. Productivity is the ratio of actuality and capability, latency is the ratio of 
capability and potentiality, and performance as a measure is the ratio of actuality and potentiality, as 
well as the product of latency and productivity (p. 318). Each of these elements in combination creates a 
balance that relates to the concept of survival and sustainability that I have referred to throughout this 
thesis; Jackson cites the example of a cost-cutting manager who may improve productivity in the short-
term but reduces latency, that is, the ability to build upon long-term advantage. It is with these 
performance criteria in mind that the following tactical operations are discussed. 
9.1 Tactics 
Tactics are the programmes and operations that support the strategy. In the corporate world of 
business and manufacturing tactical operations are normally defined within a simple set of headings 
comprising  the 5-Ps, otherwise known as the ‘marketing mix.’. These stand for product, price, 
placement, promotion and people (Australian Government, 2018). They are so well established within 
the discipline of marketing that their origin is unclear and care must be taken not to simplify processes 
and definitions just to fit into the 5-P paradigm. In this case, it is clear that the manufacturing and 
product-centric role of the paradigm does not fit with the response strategy on the part of an Australian 
university in respect to an unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets such as Myanmar. The process is 
not yet at the stage of designing a ‘product’ or delivering a service that can be priced and subjected to 
marketing considerations, although this business-centric approach may be appropriate at a later stage. 
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The tactical operations proposed below are related to a step-by-step process of alignment and 
broad engagement. 
1. Consolidate ‘Australia University’ capacity and capability in sustainable urban building research, 
water and climate studies to find common ground with Myanmar and Yangon environment. 
2. Focus on United Nations Global Compact City Programme and Melbourne Model in terms of 
Sustainable Development Goals, urban studies in the Asia-Pacific, ‘Australia University’ and 
Yangon studies in heritage building performance and socio-economic impacts. 
3. Propose and develop shared education development project with YCDC and YHT in next 2-3 
years. 
4. Harness results and outcomes from the project to systematically engage with further project 
activity related to Myanmar growth and development in SE Asia, ASEAN and Asia-Pacific 
context. 
The viability of each of these tactical proposals is considered below. 
9.1.1 Consolidation 
The first tactical step is to consolidate the expertise of ‘Australia University’ and Yangon-related 
studies around heritage building performance and sustainability. 
9.1.1.1 ‘Australia University’ Studies 
‘Australia University’ has a specialist facility that is able to formulate a tactical and focused response 
based on research projects such as in the following examples: 
● AusZEH (Australian Zero Emissions House) upgrade project that examined local and 
international case studies for setting and achieving targets for zero emissions in residential 
buildings (Wong & Andamon, 2011-2012) 
● Economic assessment of efficiency interventions for residential heritage buildings in Victoria, 
which analysed the life cycle environmental impacts of a sample of heritage residential 
buildings, and evaluated the benefits of upgrading thermal fabric, heater, cooler and hot water 
system of existing Victorian residential heritage buildings (Carre & Sivaraman, 2011) 
● National sustainability and heritage commercial buildings project, which investigated the energy 
performance and associated environmental impacts of existing commercial buildings with 
heritage values when various energy efficient strategies were applied through computer 
analytical modelling. This project also explored the actual operational energy and water usage of 
the case study buildings through NABERS Whole Building Energy and Water Rating and 
compared them with simulated results. (Wong, Sivaraman, & Carre, 2012) 
● National heritage and sustainability project, which examined the energy and environmental 
performance of residential buildings with heritage values in Australia and New Zealand, 
including greenhouse gas emissions, water and other environmental impacts. (Wong, 
Sivaraman, & Carre, 2011b)  
● Thermal performance of buildings with heavy walls, which investigated the effect of wall 
thermal mass on building thermal performance, providing experimental evidence of the effect 
of thermal mass on building energy use. (Bellamy, 2003) 
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All of these projects suggest that heritage buildings have thermal efficiency and climate resilience 
properties that can be harnessed for social and economic benefit, as the abstract from another 
‘Australia University’ research paper shows: 
The building sector is the key for low-cost climate mitigation worldwide. This sector is the second 
largest global carbon dioxide emitter after the manufacturing industry, representing 
approximately one-third of the global total emission. Across OECD countries, including Australia, 
buildings consume up to half of the available raw materials and account for up to a third of final 
energy consumption. The adaptation and rehabilitation of existing buildings offers an 
opportunity not only to extend the useful life of the existing building stock, but it also offers the 
opportunity to help to reduce the environmental impacts by lowering raw materials consumption 
and attendant pollution associated with production of new buildings. (Iyer-Raniga & Wong, 
2010, p. 1) 
The key findings that arise from this research focus is that the concept of whole life cycle 
assessment is an important approach in assessing the energy consumption and resilience of existing 
buildings (Iyer-Raniga & Wong, 2011). Also that the performance of heritage buildings contributes to 
their value, not just in economic terms, but also as the preservation of cultural values that are “equally, 
if not more important than the environmental performance.” (Iyer-Raniga & Wong, 2012, p. 30). It is not 
just the buildings themselves of course that are the subject of sustainable value consideration; the 
concept of ‘curated space’ acknowledges the role of the public domain and network flow infrastructure 
as mediums for art, commerce and personal discourse within the built environment (Wong T. , 2011).  
9.1.1.2 Yangon Studies 
The type of specialisation embedded in the ‘Australia University’ research repository in 
Melbourne is reflected in further studies conducted in Myanmar, in particular one that investigated “the 
impacts of the thermophysical property of the building envelopes for the present typical weather and 
predicted climate scenarios in Myanmar” (Zune, Rodrigues, & Gillott, 2018). Another examined the 
resilience of natural ventilation techniques in Myanmar’s vernacular housing (Zune M., Rodrigues, Le, & 
Gillott, 2018). The owner of an art gallery occupying a colonial-era heritage building in Yangon has 
expressed the practical aspects of heritage building resilience that is supported by the research cited 
above: 
The old brick buildings of Yangon have many advantages. They resist the intense heat that 
bathes the city most of the year. They were built to have good passive ventilation, so even when 
the power is out, fresh air can still circulate. These are advantages that benefit anyone living or 
opening a business in an older building. Those who are community minded and often walk 
around Yangon find it is important to reduce air and heat pollution. (U Aung Soe Min, January 
15-17, 2015, p. 22) 
There are similar voices expressed around the resilience of the people of Yangon who are 
resident or running enterprises in the heritage buildings (Henderson & Webster, 2015), and there is a 
body of research studies that focus on this aspect of building resilience in Yangon that aligns with the 
‘Australia University’ area of specialisation. Steekelenburg (2015) emphasises the short window of 
opportunity to safeguard Yangon’s urban heritage due to increasing modern development. U Toe Aung 
(2015) suggests that local business and construction companies lack the knowledge and technical skills 
to modernise within a historic streetscape, and that Yangon needs incentives and tools to unlock the 
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investment potential of residents to finance renovation of public and private properties in the heritage 
centre of the city.  
Kraas, Oo, Myint and Spohner (2015) highlight the paradigm shift towards a market-oriented 
economy and how the Yangon City Development Committee has been given the authority to carry out 
development through contacts with foreign enterprises, a process that has accelerated since Yangon lost 
its capital city status and became more open to commercial development rather than government-led 
civic planning, something that the city of Melbourne has also experienced. Kumada (2015) maintains 
that the living cultural context of the city must be preserved in order for the patterns of urban life to be 
meaningful in its development, and that for Yangon to be a truly sustainable city it needs to build on its 
heritage, rather than divorce itself from the colonial legacy. And Daw Hlaing Maw Oo (2015) echoes Felix 
Girke (2015) and Tammy Wong (2011) in defining both tangible heritage, including natural and human-
made heritage indicative of human history, and intangible heritage consisting of urban ‘scapes’, 
silhouettes, vistas and curated spaces, as well as traditions and behavioural patterns of the people that 
are dependent on perceptions of heritage. 
These studies show that the intangible behavioural patterns of people within the city of Yangon 
are tied to the heritage infrastructure and point towards response mechanisms that address both the 
physical and economic aspects of heritage building conservation and performance as well as the social 
aspects of everyday survival and ‘coping’ strategies that have been portrayed in Thawnghmung (2019) 
and Henderson and Webster (2015). More detailed studies related to social behaviour in Yangon bring 
us to a greater focus on the relationship between the issues pertaining to heritage as above and the 
following that address the problem of informality and access. Cornish and Rhoads (2019) reinforce the 
observation that Yangonites have developed multiple strategies to respond to the uncertainty and 
complexity in gaining access to resources, and suggests that only informal arrangements and mutual 
obligations have enabled Yangonites to live in a Myanmar that is less clear about its vision and 
objectives under the National League for Democracy leadership than it was under military rule.  
Pitukthanin (2019) derides the lack of efficient housing policy planning for low-income people, 
leading to slum expansion and greater pressure on people to improve their living standards without the 
security of a social safety net. Sanchez (2019) explores a largely unseen aspect of urbanisation and the 
adaptation of heritage infrastructure in terms of sanitation, arguing that urban improvement is being 
carried out mainly in aesthetic and shallow ways and that actual improvements to the human condition 
in terms of fundamental services such as water and waste management are yet to be witnessed. 
These specific areas of study that relate to the urban heritage and social aspects of the 
development of the city of Yangon provide a focus and emphasis that guide tactical responses to a need 
for awareness, as well as education and training in ways to extend basic survivability and coping 
mechanisms. These lead towards activities that contribute to a knowledge economy and greater 
empowerment and employment opportunities. 
The Yangon Heritage Strategy addresses the issues highlighted in the above studies through a 
set of aspirations that include compactness, connectivity, resilience, adherence to the rule of law, 
affordability, diversity, health and education: 
A high-quality education system is vital if Yangon is to be regionally competitive and diversify its 
economy. Vocational training, such as the programme YHT runs for heritage builders, is vital if 
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Yangon is to grow its economy to include sectors relying heavily on the creation, use and 
enhancement of specialised knowledge and skills. (Rooney, 2016, p. 43) 
The strategy also recognises the link between education and socio-economic empowerment: 
An educated population with good access to capacity building and industry training will greatly 
strengthen the economy and assist in laying the foundations for a knowledge-based economy. 
These skills can eventually lead to an education industry in Yangon where regional neighbours 
can be trained in specialised skills (Rooney, 2016, p. 43). 
With perhaps a nod to the idea that the Australian government could contribute with more 
emphasis to this need the strategy document adds: 
Australia’s education industry, which relies heavily on international students from the Asian 
region, generated an income of AU$18.1 billion during 2014/2015 (Rooney, 2016, p. 43). 
Clearly, links between Myanmar and Australia, and by association between Yangon and 
Melbourne, have a potential to be developed in aspects of training and education, and knowledge and 
research around building sustainability and performance. The key, as identified in the assessment of 
strategic options, is to find a tactical project that will enable the reinforcement of these links through a 
collaborative process with interests in Yangon, while acknowledging the ‘messy’ characteristics of the 
scenario and circumstances that surround the people and stakeholders involved.  
The Yangon Heritage Strategy has identified a set of tactical programmes that includes the 
encouragement of mixed and affordable housing, the protection and enhancement of affordable 
housing, the management of public utilities and waste, sustainable tourism, identifying and protection 
of education assets, and heritage skills training. These pragmatic objectives are part of the engagement 
process that the YHT is undergoing with the Yangon City Development Committee in the development of 
the urban environment. Where a complementary impact can be made, however, as seen in the 
approach of many of the studies and discussions above and earlier, is through the involvement of the 
people who live and do business within this urban infrastructure. Finding a way to develop knowledge, 
skills and understanding that will lead to empowerment and change in an informal and volatile 
environment is the challenge for any such collaborative project. 
9.1.2 Focus – Melbourne Model 
The next tactical operation requires ‘Australia University’ needs to leverage its position within the 
locality of a major metropolitan region in Australia, specifically Melbourne, to establish relevance to the 
problems facing Yangon in Myanmar as an emerging mega-city with embedded heritage stakeholder 
interests. ‘Australia University’ is host to the United Nations Global Compact Cities Programme 
(UNGCCP) and has developed the so-called Melbourne Model as a framework for the UNGCCP “within 
which business, government and civil society combine resources to identify and respond to issues that, 
first, directly impact on all three sectors, and, second, can only be resolved with direct input from all 
three sectors. Successful and proven solutions developed within this framework will then be placed in an 
international learning forum to be made available to other cities facing similar issues around the world.” 
(Teller, 2003, p. 133). Issues are considered through the lens of the Melbourne Model secretariat and in 
terms of their alignment with a set of principles established by the Lord Mayor of Melbourne at the 
2002 UN World Summit on Sustainable Development. These principles are: 
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1. Provide a long-term vision for cities based on: sustainability; intergenerational, social, economic 
and political equity; and their individuality. 
2. Achieve long-term economic and social security. 
3. Recognise the intrinsic value of biodiversity and natural ecosystems, and protect and restore 
them. 
4. Enable communities to minimise their ecological footprint. 
5. Build on the characteristics of ecosystems in the development and nurturing of healthy and 
sustainable cities. 
6. Recognise and build on the distinctive characteristics of cities, including their human and cultural 
values, history and natural systems. 
7. Empower people and foster participation. 
8. Expand and enable cooperative networks to work towards a common, sustainable future. 
9. Promote sustainable production and consumption, through appropriate use of environmentally 
sound technologies and effective demand management. 
10. Enable continual improvement, based on accountability, transparency and good governance. 
(Teller, 2003, p. 138) 
These principles provide a clear base on which to establish an implementation plan that relates 
to the principles for city governance seen with regards to Yangon in Myanmar, in particular the long-
term vision, cultural values and the empowering of people towards social and economic security. 
There are seven steps to the implementation of the Melbourne Model. The first is to engage 
with the United Nations overarching global principles relating to city governance, and secondly to align 
these principles in city-specific applications based on the Melbourne Model. The third step is the most 
relevant in terms of the scope of this study, that is to develop a new project according to the Melbourne 
Model criteria. Following this the next steps relate to project evaluation, approval, implementation and 
review and reporting (Teller, 2003). 
9.1.3 Project 
Developing a new project according to the Melbourne Model criteria means the engagement of 
all stakeholders involved from government, civil society and enterprise, and adhering to the basic 
project principles where the objectives are SMART (sustainable, measurable, achievable, realistic and 
timely), the operation is unique, and the outcomes are not only of immediate benefit to the city and 
people engaged, but also act as a framework and a model for other cities and institutional engagement 
(Teller, 2003).  
Projects that utilise alternative methods and engage with individuals and groups at ground level 
have been successfully initiated in Myanmar, such as Science Circus Myanmar that involved the training 
of young and enthusiastic early-career lecturers from two universities in Yangon to perform ‘science 
shows’ in a combination of live experiments and dramatic delivery (Walker, 2019). In Australia the 
Citizen Science Urban Microclimate Project enabled two universities to collaborate with communities on 
improving urban microclimates and measures to understand, mitigate and adapt to extreme heat 
(Citizen Science, 2018).  
As discussed when considering the project approach as a strategic option, there are limitations 
that need to be acknowledged, and studies have revealed issues such as student teams not working on 
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equitable terms (Hansen, 2006) and the difficulty of assessment (Clark, 2005). However, Science Circus 
and Citizen Science are examples of how low-profile, alternative and interactive projects can make an 
impact and build upon the experience of study tours. Criminology students from another Australian 
university travelled to Myanmar seeking to understand the complexities behind Myanmar’s human 
rights, political, diplomatic and education agendas, and concluded that despite transitioning to a 
democratic government in 2010, the education system is unlikely to undergo a rapid transition to one 
that encompasses critical thinking practices. (Allen C. , 2018). 
These study tour examples demonstrate the potential for collaborative projects that address 
real-time problems outside the normal political channels of engagement. Despite the intransigence in 
educational reform recorded by the criminology students, and the scale of the problem identified by the 
social science student, an organisation such as Mote Oo Education is demonstrating that big issue 
subjects can be communicated in visual and accessible ways. Mote Oo Education is an independent 
provider of resource material with an alternative but fundamental mission: 
Mote Oo was formed in 2013 with a mission to promote social justice through context-
appropriate education materials and services. Although Myanmar’s formal education sector is 
under reform, it has historically failed to address the need for 21st century skills in a rapidly 
changing world. We believe it is vital to engage the adult education sector to empower 
community leaders and agents of change to think critically and to contribute more effectively to 
the country’s ongoing development. We produce innovative curriculum focused on social science, 
civic and peace education, teacher education, and life and learning skills. In parallel, we also 
provide customised training programs and workshops for educators and civil society trainers to 
effectively carry out their own programmes. (Mote Oo Education, retrieved 16 May, 2019) 
The resources that Mote Oo Education uses are colourful graphically-designed visual textbooks 
covering subjects such as conflict and peace, gender issues, democracy, social science teaching, the 
environment and histories of Burma, the latter written by Rosalie Metro, whose novel and articles have 
been cited in this study. The textbooks and workshops are aimed at the adult population and therefore 
act as a vehicle to access individuals and communities through building the capacity of teachers. The 
potential for students from ‘Australia University’ to engage with Mote Oo in areas of curriculum design, 
content management, graphic arts design and workshop facilitation is under discussion. 
Face-to-face study tours, visual textbooks and workshops are physical and tangible ways to 
conduct project work that is geared towards capacity building and the empowerment of individuals and 
communities. Technology is opening up other methods of engagement and mobile telephones have had 
an impact on the emancipation of enterprise in India (Jeffrey & Doron, 2013), and the usage of phone 
and internet technology in Myanmar has escalated, even in the last five years. The opportunities for 
universities to harness this technological and behavioural revolution are limited only by the ability of the 
end-user to obtain a suitable device, subject to national firewall policies that may restrict access. The 
Educator, an Australian e-newsletter publication, reports that universities can be at the leading edge of 
internet and cloud-based global education solutions: 
While the world might be seamlessly and constantly connected – both digitally and in terms of 
global trade – addressing shared problems on a global scale can be complex to say the least. 
However, technology is helping change this, and universities are taking full advantage. As 
organisations driven by effecting positive social change, many Australian universities are 
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employing innovative technological solutions such as Artificial Intelligence, Virtual Reality and 
Blockchain to enhance how they deliver education and create solutions to some of society’s most 
pressing problems. Another innovation helping universities find new solutions is cloud computing 
technology, which allows the instant access and transfer of information globally. (Henebery, 
retrieved 16 May, 2019) 
The category of ‘smart cities’ is one area where this kind of technology and innovation can be 
applied, both because it is in the domain of cities that this hub and networking technology can best be 
implemented, and because it is in the innovative cities that the applications can be tested and driven 
through density and diversity. Furthermore, in an informal market environment, the flexibility around 
curriculum and content can be harnessed to produce relevant and up-to-date material that relates to 
local conditions and indigenous norms. On-line short courses are becoming more accessible and 
relevant to areas such as ethical and sustainable cities. 
These courses address the essential issues that can be identified as being critical for the city of 
Yangon in Myanmar such as environmental sustainability, addressing inequality and accountable 
governance, with further access to in-depth material that can be adapted to local conditions and 
circumstances, as well as translated and made culturally relevant according to specific communities. 
Together with the ‘traditional’ paper-based visual textbooks and workshops, created and facilitated by 
Mote Oo for example, and potentially with the medium of radio proven by the Australian ABC 
International Development partnership with Myanmar on the Ma Ma Oo educational drama series, 
these forms of communicative media can be effective in providing alternative adult learning and teacher 
capacity-building solutions. These can be enhanced by student experience study tours that build 
informal networks leading to the development and acceleration of these solutions. It is most important, 
however, that they are collaborative and systematic. 
9.1.4 Systemic Engagement 
So far, I have talked about projects as being the method by which an effective engagement 
strategy takes place. But this was qualified in suggesting that an initial project should be treated as the 
starting point for a ‘slingshot’ process whereby the momentum, learnings and experience from one 
project will lead to the next. The Voyager mission that NASA launched in 1977 was based, not on the 
objective of just reaching the orbit of one planet at a time, but on the concept of a system, in NASA’s 
case the exploration of the solar system. One of the reasons why the critical systems methodology and 
subsequent viable systems model were chosen as the dynamic thread to this research study was 
because it is recognised that, for a university to respond to such a complex and deeply sensitive issue as 
the need for education in an unfamiliar, remote and emerging market, isolated solutions and one-off 
projects that have characterised previous engagements, are not sufficient in satisfying the needs and 
aspirations of either parties to the arrangement. 
It is revealing that, at the time that Jackson and Flood were formulating their work around 
critical systems thinking and viable systems methodology in the 1990s at the University of Hull in the UK, 
three Melbourne-based academics in the field of veterinary bacteriology and mycology were concluding 
that systems, not projects, were important. This is because the positive benefits of project-based 
learning were not sustained in the long-run after a once-off experience, and “we are convinced that 
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seeing innovation as occurring within a course, rather than within a subject, is a much more profitable 
approach – that we need to focus on students’ overall experience, rather than on isolated learning 
activities.” (McNaught, Whithear, & Browning, 1999, p. 258). It is true that their work was conducted in 
the context of student evaluation and the need to “look at professional skills as well as specific discipline 
expertise” (McNaught, Whithear, & Browning, 1999, p. 258), yet that is the principle on which student 
experience study tours to Myanmar today, or any other unfamiliar, remote or emerging society, should 
also be adhering to: the mutual exchange of learning that leads to knowledge, understanding and the 
development of life skills as well as discipline expertise. 
Systemic engagement involves mutual lifelong learning. This was the principle adopted by 
UNESCO in developing a programme in collaboration with an Australian university for the strengthening 
of business skills for youth employment in Myanmar, including a teacher guide and a learner’s guide 
(Carolan, 2013). It is also the principle on which an Australian university can host delegations or student 
cohorts from overseas or remote communities to take part in programmes that enable the transfer of 
skills and knowledge through executive education and train-the-trainer activities. In this regard, a 
potential tactic to harness the alignment between Yangon and Melbourne in the area of heritage 
building performance and sustainable cities would be for ‘Australia University’ in Melbourne to host a 
delegation of officials and educators from the Yangon City Development Committee, the Yangon 
Heritage Trust, and academic and technical institutions in Yangon, with a view to replicating the exercise 
in Myanmar. The aim would be to establish mutual networks of understanding that can be transmitted 
to others in their own respective domains, building on the commonalities around issues that exist in 
heritage, development, equity, governance and sustainability.  
9.2 Action 
The activity that ensues once the tactics have been agreed is performed according to a simple 
formula: what is to be done, who will take responsibility for the action, with whom will this person 
collaborate to implement the activity, and when will it be done? A final qualifier, the ‘why?’ is a 
reminder of the outcome and to check that the activity conforms to the overall strategy and contributes 
in some way towards achieving the objectives within the organisational mission and vision. Also, of 
course, that the activity does not contradict the principles and ethics of the organisation. It is here that 
corporate and institutional vision is translated into individual behaviours and the mutual dependence of 
one element upon the other is exposed. This dependency is encapsulated in the popular but 
unaccredited aphorism “vision without action is a daydream, action without vision is a nightmare.” The 
action points set out in the table included in the summary below are speculative and geared towards 
establishing a conversation with the Yangon Heritage Trust based on current understanding. Although 
these examples do not give specific deadlines this would be a requirement once the preceding elements 
of the plan have been agreed upon. Each of these would also require an individual responsible for 
implementing the action as well as an indication of who they would collaborate with to complete the 
task.  
The important consideration is that this is a basic management process derived from corporate 
practice and symptomatic of the increasing outcome and performance-centric culture of Australian 
universities. Objective-driven activity is normally associated with the achievement of results, and these 
are hard to quantify in complex social scenarios such as seen in the engagement potential between an 
Australian university and the people of the city of Yangon, especially having identified ‘messy’ 
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characteristics and dynamics as critical to the relationship. However, where there is an agreement on 
basic principles, vision, mission and objectives, as well as all other aspects of the rationale, the action 
points are critical in the performance of tactical operations that support the strategy, and bring together 
the separate channels of focus that are followed by each party, in this case ‘Australia University’ and the 
Yangon Heritage Trust. The next stage in this process is to set up an engagement with the Yangon 
Heritage Trust to explore potential and a shared development plan around the empowerment of 
individuals to initiate and maintain sustainability and climate change mitigation measures and activities 
in the heritage buildings within which they reside and conduct business. 
9.3 Summary 
All the above are possibilities and options that arise from the critical systems thinking process 
and the institutional ethnographic framework analysis for ‘Australia University’ on which it is based. The 
viable systems model acts as a facilitator between the two seemingly disparate but, on investigation, 
increasingly aligned environments of (i) the university in its location and capabilities around heritage 
building sustainability and (ii) the city of Yangon in Myanmar seeking ways to develop its tangible and 
intangible heritage capacity into long-term capabilities for its citizens. The tactical operations to support 
a strategy based on this analysis are starting points for a holistic and systematic approach towards a 
response engagement. 
At this stage, this approach is signalling an engagement process between ‘Australia University’ 
and the Yangon City Development Committee through the auspices of the Yangon Heritage Trust, using 
the vehicle of social science and education student experience study tours, delegation visits and projects 
related to urban sustainability and planning, with a specific focus on the performance of colonial-era 
heritage buildings in terms of climate change resistance, and opportunities for informal or alternative 
citizen science programmes that lead to the empowerment of viable and equitable local enterprise 
activities.  
The ‘Australia University’ experience in unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets, including 
other countries in southeast Asia and with indigenous Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities 
in the Northern Territory of Australia, impels an approach that is not only geared around a viable 
system, but is also shared. This means mutual learning from shared experience, expertise and 
knowledge that is both culturally and empirically based. So far, the institutional ethnography has been 
conducted on one side of the equation only – a composite Australian university. Conclusions around 
capacity and capability within a strategic framework have been reached, and tactical operations to 
support this have been suggested based on specialities within that university. But that is as far as it can 
go without stepping into the frame of colonialist intervention, an area of contention identified on the 
very first page of this research study. The conversion of these suggested tactical operations into action 
plans with commitments around responsibilities and deadlines is dependent upon mutual 
understandings in as many touch points as possible between the respective organisations. This cannot 
be done unless and until an agreement has been reached that is informed and freely exchanged. In this 
respect, the summary below is largely hypothetical in that it (i) represents the positioning and approach 
of a composite “Australia University’ and (ii) speculates upon the actual responses and positioning of 
Myanmar agencies prior to field research ratification. However, again the concern is with the systemic 
structure of the approach at this stage rather than the actual content. 
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As illustrated earlier the principles, purpose, vision and mission relate to the question of ‘why’ 
an institution exists and operates in the way that it does. The scope of the approach is widened to 
consider the environmental factors, target market, and the capacity and capability of the university to 
respond to those factors and the market. The strategic options and choice contribute to ‘how’ an 
organisation will consolidate to address the mission and vision. The final section is concerned with the 
detailed summary of ‘what’ is to be done in the short-to-medium term to support the strategy and 
achieve the objectives, mission and vision. The response plan therefore can be tabulated in a format 
that allows for a template to be produced that applies to corporate and educational institutions and 
their engagement with unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets. In corporate terms this format would 
be called a ‘playbook,’ defined by a consulting group as a business development tool containing 
overviews of each service and solution. (Julian Midwinter & Associates, 2019). The following ‘playbook’ 
(Table 6) summarises the attitude, alignment and approach process that this thesis has followed in 
considering the response of an Australian university to a Myanmar problem. 
This summary pertains to a strategic choice that is primarily focused on the generation of 
informal networks and the development of student experience projects as a means of responding to 
messy scenarios, both within the domain of an Australian university institution and, from that 
perspective, an unfamiliar, remote and emerging market environment. The outcome activity 
hypothesised as a result of that alignment process is focused on urban sustainability projects with 
particular reference to studies relating to the resilience and performance of heritage buildings in the 
face of climate change and socio-economic volatility (See Table 6). 
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 AUSTRALIA UNIVERSITY MYANMAR 
WHY - ATTITUDE 
PRINCIPLE Enabling access to education based on a person’s potential, not 
on their background. 
The Buddhist principles of compassion and a respect for education. 
PURPOSE To provide students with transformative experiences that shape 
good citizens with skilled hands and cultivated minds. 
To enable people to earn a decent living for themselves. 
VISION A global university of design, technology and enterprise. 
 
The city of Yangon to be a ‘city of green and gold’ – meaning a coming together of 
natural resources and human ingenuity and culture. 
MISSION To renew ourselves and enable change for good in the world. To provide education for all in a sustainable environment. 
OBJECTIVES Increase in the % of graduate employment, student mobility 
numbers and ranking in the top 3 of Australian universities by 
2020. 
Middle-income country by 2030. 
More learners can access TVET and more effective TVET management system by 2020-
21.  
ENVIRONMENT Political – education is Australia’s 3rd largest export and is seen as 
‘soft’ diplomacy in Asia. 
Economic – high dependency on international student revenue. 
Social – acknowledgement of ‘bottom-up’ enterprise 
empowerment and value of education in that dynamic. 
Technological – Australian companies have the potential to lead 
technology development. 
Natural environmental – Australia subject to extreme cycles of 
drought and flooding, highly sensitive to climate change. 
Cultural – Australia maintains governance link to British crown, 
and struggles with policy towards asylum seekers and indigenous 
populations. 
Political - fragile and volatile. 
Economic - volatile with a high rate of growth, risk and inequality, dependence on rural 
economy and subject to corruption and poor governance. 
Social – majority rural population, internal migration transitioning to urban and micro-
enterprise communities. Informal labour practices. 
Technological – ‘leapfrog’ in mobile phone and internet use, especially Facebook. 
Natural environment – climate change, extreme weather and geo-political influences. 
Cultural – commonality with other emerging societies, deep-seated sense of nationalism 
and indigenous philosophies with sensitivities towards colonial legacies resulting in 
potential dissonance and lack of trust. 
MARKET The city and people of Yangon, the Yangon City Development Committee and the Yangon Heritage Trust. 
CAPACITY  Wide range of teaching and learning programmes relevant to 
Myanmar needs. 
Access to resources to deliver and support programmes. 
 
Shortage of qualified teachers. 
Emphasis on rote and exam-centred learning 
Lack of infrastructure and budget on education. 
 
CAPABILITY Extensive research capability in key areas: 
Environmental science (especially water-related). 
Urban futures and city development. 
Enterprise development. 
Social equity and the determinants of health and well-being. 
Heritage building performance in terms of climate resilience and 
adaptability. 
Groundswell enthusiasm and determination to learn via alternative means. 
Basic infrastructure modelled on Australian and colonial-era formats. 
Teachers are interested in critical thinking pedagogies but lack the support to impose 
change within existing structure and assessment model. 
Alternative education formats increasingly available.  
ALIGNMENT Sustainability / Melbourne-Yangon / Heritage / Education / TVET. 
UNIQUENESS Melbourne / Yangon / Messy / Heritage building sustainability. 
HOW - ALIGNMENT 
STRATEGIC 
OPTIONS 
LOCATION – Melbourne focus / Asian hub / Myanmar campus 
METHOD – Industry collaboration / informal networks / project 
CHARACTER – Comprehensive / specialist / messy 
STRATEGIC 
CHOICE 
Melbourne focus / project supported by informal networks / messy with specialist elements   
STRATEGY 1. ALIGN MESSY CHARACTERISTICS 
2. LEVERAGE MELBOURNE LOCATION 
3. BUILD AND REINFORCE INFORMAL NETWORKS 
4. ESTABLISH SHORT-TERM PROJECT 
5. DEVELOP SLINGSHOT PROGRESSION TO SYSTEMIC ENGAGEMENT 
WHAT - APPROACH 
TACTICS 1. Consolidate ‘Australia University’ capacity and capability in sustainable building research, water and climate studies to find common ground 
with Myanmar and Yangon environment  
2. Focus on UNGCCP and Melbourne Model in terms of Sustainable Development Goals, urban studies in the Asia-Pacific, ‘Australia University’ 
and Yangon studies in heritage building performance and socio-economic impacts  
3. Reinforce relationships via peak bodies, associations, government and non-government agencies leading to visit of Myanmar / Yangon 
delegation of academics, officials and heritage personnel to Melbourne following Australia Myanmar Institute SDG Conference at Yangon 
University in January 2020  
4. Propose and develop shared education development project with YCDC and YHT in next 2-3 years  
5. Harness results and outcomes from project to engage with further project activity related to Myanmar growth and development in SE Asia, 
ASEAN and Asia-Pacific context  
ACTION ACTIVITY EXPECTED OUTCOMES 
 ● Set up meeting with specialist heritage building 
academics in ‘Australia University’ 
● Communicate with Yangon Heritage Trust  
● Seek funding for Yangon delegation to visit 
Melbourne 
● Prepare case for student experience study tour to 
Yangon 
● Re-establish Myanmar Interest Group within 
larger context of remote and emerging markets. 
● Consolidate and agreement on specialist capability  
 
● Agreement on vision and collaboration leading to next steps 
 
● Establishment of government funding support 
 
● Agreement on strategic purpose, funding and ethics support 
 
● Intra-university consistency on strategic approach to unfamiliar, remote 
and emerging markets 
Table 6. Summary of strategic alignment and planning process for ‘Australia University’  
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_________________________________________________________________________________ 
CHAPTER 10 – REVIEW 
We need basic education – the kind of education that will enable our people to earn a decent living for 
themselves. Aung San Suu Kyi 
The question is how to go from here to there, leave behind the rhetoric and look for practical measures 
based on a better understanding of the country’s past. Thant Myint-U 
The successful outcome of a project or phase of development that is outlined in a design and 
planning process is dependent on performance, in this case measured as a response to the motivating 
statements above, both from prominent Burmese commentators. There is also a cautionary note, 
however, drawn from the experience of human conflict that sits as a silent backdrop to this or any study 
that addresses the question of engagement between what may be regarded as ‘alien’ cultures. However 
much a framework, approach or model may be put in place to make sense of complex and conflicting 
scenarios, the ‘messy’ characteristics of each, and the shared environment as a whole, will ensure that 
there is always scope for unexpected and unpredictable behaviour and activity. This study, although 
outlining the preparation, thinking, structure and process by which an engagement can take place, does 
not extend into a record of actual engagement activity that would normally set the criteria from which a 
performance measure can be formulated.  
Therefore, this study has considered performance in terms of the perceived validity of the methodology 
employed and its usefulness in applying concepts and pragmatic templates to the question of 
responding to the need for education in Myanmar and other unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets 
from the perspective of an Australian university. It questions whether the research aim has been 
achieved and the key questions answered. 
10.1 Conclusion 
A market opportunity or a messy risk? Or perhaps a messy opportunity and a market risk? In 
questioning the way in which, or indeed whether, an Australian university responds to the need for a 
kind of education in Myanmar, key issues have been raised that relate to identity, typology and value. It 
also acknowledges that this thesis is just one perspective within a kaleidoscope of many views that 
change according to the standpoint of the observer as well as over time. The question of identity relates 
to both what is known or perceived of Myanmar itself and its people, and to the profile and standpoint 
of an Australian university. Likewise, the type of education considered depends upon socio-economic 
and political priorities, as well as access to technology and infrastructure that is, in its turn, subject to 
environmental conditions and circumstances. This consideration leads to subjectivities around the 
question of value and what impact particular forms of education may have on the everyday lives of 
Myanmar citizens, especially those dealing with ‘coping strategies’ in urban environments that are 
challenged by factors such as climate change, gender and socio-economic inequalities, and governance 
issues related to the rule of law. 
These questions and issues have revealed complexities and sensitivities that relate to historical 
and cultural issues present in the internal Myanmar scenario and the relationship between Myanmar 
and the rest of southeast Asia and Australia. These are issues that have commonality with other 
‘markets’ that are unfamiliar, remote and emerging from the perspective of ‘western’ institutions. 
Indeed, the use of the terms ‘market’ and ‘western’ suggest a corporate and colonialist attitude, and it is 
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this viewpoint that has been examined in the first part of this thesis, to the extent that its central 
hypothesis is that Australian universities respond in an ad hoc and opportunistic manner to the need for 
education in unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets, and are driven by the corporate imperative of 
economic growth that may be counter to their founding principles. But there are also elements of an 
Australian university response that are driven by a not-for-profit and more radical motive, especially 
where areas of alignment between historical, cultural and socio-economic factors are discovered and 
explored. 
This dissonance in terms of both relationship and principle is a factor that this study has sought 
to resolve through a radical process of (i) exploring attitude in terms of current knowledge and 
perspectives on Myanmar through literature relevant to the primary question, (ii) assessing alignment 
by an institutional ethnographic analysis of an Australian university from the perspective of a participant 
observer applying critical systems thinking, a viable systems model to the ethnography from the 
perspective of corporate and academic experience and reflection, and (iii) developing an approach 
harnessing systems dynamics to drive the implementation of a hypothetical plan, albeit one that can be 
followed through in real terms.  
The alignment of knowledge and perspectives has been acknowledged as being ‘messy’ in that it 
is unresolved and tempered by historical, cultural and political issues, but also in that it recognises 
commonalities that exist across other unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets and communities such 
as in Aboriginal Australia. Regional socio-economic trends and developments, captured in the body of 
ASEAN and demonstrated in individual national accelerated growth figures, have been identified as 
having a significant impact on the nature of relationships, the kind of education and training solutions 
required, and the opportunities for Australian universities. This also means there are risks and Myanmar 
is identified as one of the most ‘at-risk’ nations on earth both in terms of exposure to climate change 
and to political and economic volatility. The issues of climate change resilience and urban sustainability 
have been identified as critical with regards to the ability of Myanmar people to achieve levels of 
economic empowerment and education needed to achieve a decent standard of living, and it is through 
the lens of colonial-era heritage residential and commercial building that these issues have been 
considered. The literature review has revealed the importance of considering differing perspectives on 
engagement, addressing the Buddhist / Burmese narrative, outsider and shared narratives. A key 
conclusion from this review is that there is sparse material on university engagement that does not sit 
within the context of national interests and the traditional polarity between ‘western’ and ‘eastern’ 
perspectives. Asia as Method remains a concept to be explored as a ‘middle-way’ that has relevance to 
the Australian experience and at least a topographical connection with southeast Asia, something that 
will increase in significance as populations coalesce across the region. 
This inherently Buddhist concept of a middle way has had an impact on the methodology used 
to address the research question and related issues. The cybernetic principle, whereby a control or 
response system must match the complexity of its operating environment, has set the scene in terms of 
how to address the messy characteristics of a university and its market. In adopting a reflective 
approach to this principle, necessitated by my position as a participant observer in the Australian 
university sector, I have harnessed the concept of critical systems thinking, with reference to a Buddhist 
systems methodology, that has been a part of my academic and corporate development. This 
methodology, derived from cybernetic principles, is considered effective in aligning complex 
organisations with complex markets and environments through a systemic, recursive learning cycle. It is 
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this cyclical concept, characteristic of organic and organisational systems, that has been harnessed in 
considering the capacity and capability of a university institution to respond to the need expressed in 
relation to education in Myanmar. Critical systems thinking and a ‘middle-way’ methodology is therefore 
considered valid and appropriate, however contradictory it may seem, to address ‘messy’ scenarios in 
terms of viable systems. The viable systems model has been applied to an Australian university that is 
partly autonomous in its identity and partly a composite of other Australian universities, an ‘invention’ 
justified on the basis that all Australian universities, currently, are considered to have the same 
fundamental characteristics of being comprehensive, metropolitan and flat in structure, largely due to 
federal funding reforms and founding principles. This lack of specialisation has made it possible to 
identify distinctiveness as a competitive aspiration, and to view the overall Australian university sector 
with a corporate lens that is aligned with a corporate perspective in emerging markets such as 
Myanmar. 
Therefore, an institutional ethnographic framework has been adopted to investigate the status 
of the so-called ‘Australia University’ in terms of its capacity, capability and competency to address 
through research and teaching the issues of resilience to, and adaptability within, climate change and 
market-driven urban development. Institutional ethnography has a pedigree in large organisational 
analysis but there is little recorded application of it in the Australian university sector. In the case study 
of ‘Australia University’ a measure of research capability alongside teaching capacity, aligned with local 
and federal Australian government sector priorities, that have had an impact on the university’s design 
and focus, revealed a ‘density’ of expertise that can be harnessed to address some of the perceived 
problem issues facing the Myanmar people. This enabled ‘Australia University’ to establish a standpoint 
with regards to the problem in terms of educational capacity and capability. Crucially, it also identified 
some dissonance between established institutional ‘texts and rulings’ and the everyday ‘coping 
strategies’ of staff within the institution, a dynamic that is reflected in the dissonance between the 
vagaries of state and the everyday lives of individuals in urban Myanmar. Ultimately, it revealed the 
competency of the university to respond within the parameters of what is viable (or survivable) and 
what is sustainable in socio-economic terms. 
When I considered the institutional framework in terms of previously discussed cybernetic 
principles and critical systems methodology I was then able to overlay a viable systems model that 
acknowledged the component elements and dependencies that contributed to the sense-making of the 
messy and complexities of the ‘Australia University’ institution and its relationship with its market 
environment. The approach to that market environment, clearly, needed to be tempered by a quest for 
what, in Buddhist terms, would be considered ‘right understanding.’ Throughout, this study has heeded 
the caution required to avoid the risk of ‘scientific colonialism’. Therefore, more analysis was required in 
terms of converting the viable systems model into action that is aligned and relevant, hence the 
hypothetical application of systems dynamics. 
This built upon Senge’s concept of the learning organisation and created an overlay to the viable 
systems model in the form of a process of seeing, listening, thinking, argumentation and doing. Each of 
these dynamic components has a theoretical foundation and these were examined in terms of the 
relevance and adherence to the overall viable systems model, thereby creating a sense of dynamism and 
progression towards the outcome of engagement and collaboration with appropriate parties and 
agencies in the Myanmar context. The exercise in assessing capacity, capability and alignment had 
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identified the city of Yangon as the focus for engagement, and it is the colonial-era heritage urban 
environment within this city that is the sharpening lens for the design of educational options. 
The seeing process, through illustrations and observations, and the listening process through the 
voices of individuals, led to a thinking process that, in institutional terms, lies in the ‘head’ of the viable 
system or corporate organisation. This thinking process, and its multifarious influences, motivates the 
rest of the organism, or organisation, to act. Above all, this process recognises the critical importance of 
reflectivity, the ability to absorb a high degree of environmental and organisational influence and to 
process this in terms of institutional principles, purpose and vision. And this fundamental role is not just 
present in one individual or element of the system – it is a responsibility that is placed within every 
operating component of the viable systems model in a recursive manner. The point being that ‘seeing’ 
Yangon, ‘listening’ and ‘reflecting’ or ‘thinking,’ followed by a process of ‘argumentation’ or ‘talking’ 
through one individual is representative of the whole institution in that the single experience is an 
integral part of the composite system. If the principles, purpose, vision and mission are known and 
understood, such a system can withstand both being messy and operating within a messy environment.  
The outcome from this assessment is that a reflective ethnographic approach that 
accommodates ‘messy’ scenarios is critical in aligning the priorities, capacity, capabilities and 
competency of respective stakeholders in unfamiliar, remote and emerging educational markets. This is 
especially the case where political, cultural and socio-economic determinants necessitate informal and 
alternative forms of education and training that may rely on delivery through new technologies and 
structural paradigms. Whereas the strategic business planning template presented as a means of 
articulating the approach of an Australian university, or any corporate organisation, offered a 
speculative set of tactical operations and action points, any final response activity must be derived from 
a shared argumentative process, alignment and experience (Figure 44). The viable systems model was 
chosen for this analysis because it allows for that matching process to take place.  
 
Figure 44. Representation of shared viable systems model and process between ‘Australia University’ and Myanmar partner to 
generate a unique competency and education solution. Image by the author. 
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This is where the alignment of complexity and ‘messy’ characteristics takes place, creating a new 
and unique ‘DNA’ competency that satisfies the corporate and national imperatives of competitive edge, 
as well as being relevant, useful and effective to the people of Yangon in terms of addressing the need 
for a ‘kind of education’ that enables ‘a decent living.’ 
10.2 Contribution 
This thesis contributes to the debate around ways of seeing and the quest for understanding 
from the perspective of an Australian university approach to unfamiliar, remote and emerging markets. 
By placing a focus on technical and vocational education and training in Myanmar, through the ‘thin’ 
lens of heritage buildings and the ‘thick’ lens of the everyday lives of Yangon people, this study has 
raised a number of issues and challenges that change the way education markets are perceived and, 
indeed, the overall relationship between dissonant cultures. Furthermore, it introduces a new approach 
that is a coalescence of methodologies based on reflective experience, both from the perspective of the 
individual and from the organisation considered as dynamic learning organisms.  
There are five key areas of innovation that this study highlights: (i) a new paradigm in 
intercultural relations, (ii) an acknowledgement of historical and heritage issues in an institutional 
ethnographic study, (iii) the importance of self-awareness and reflectivity, (iv) the unique element of 
mix between corporate and academic world views, and (v) the importance of considering technical and 
vocational education and training within the parameters of what is survivable and what is sustainable in 
terms of socio-economic value. 
Most studies of Myanmar and southeast Asia have been undertaken from the perspective of the 
established and now over-wrought east-west paradigm. Debates around social and political economics 
in the twenty-first century (e.g. Picketty, 2014) have revealed the changes in emphasis away from a 
polarised east-west dichotomy towards a more complex global interaction that includes elements of a 
north-south divide and ‘blocs’ such as ASEAN, the EU, the ‘Four Tiger’ economies and, of course the 
‘superpower’ economies of India, China and the USA. Within this ‘messy’ global environment Australia 
has a special place where cultural and political loyalties to the long-established Anglo-American alliance 
will be tested against social and economic affinities with Asia, especially China. Australia, and Myanmar, 
are former colonies that are still struggling with their own sense of identity in a competitive 
international environment as well as intra-national issues with respective indigenous and ethnically 
autonomous populations. Likewise, the former capital cities of Melbourne and Yangon are facing 
challenges related to urban transition and transformation within the context of climate change, 
population growth and diversity. 
This means that the way in which an Australian metropolitan university responds to an 
expressed need in Myanmar is tempered by these contextual complexities, and new dynamics have 
been recognised in the design of response and approach mechanisms. The unique Australian geo-
political and cultural positioning that determines the recursive positioning of an Australian university is, 
through this study and this researcher, given emphasis by the coincidence of Anglo-centric critical 
systems thinking, and its derivative in Buddhist systems methodology, with a Burmese / Buddhist sense 
of identity and the concept of value in terms of a ‘decent living.’ Southeast Asia, and Myanmar in 
particular, is not given a great deal of attention in the sphere of Australia-Asia relations, with much more 
attention given to the superpower dynamics of China and India, so this study offers a contribution to the 
‘middle way’ of addressing unfamiliar, remote and emerging education markets. 
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Thant Myint-U questioned whether we are looking at Myanmar in the right way, and whether 
we give sufficient attention to a nation’s past. This study adds to the debate around the validity of 
Australian university ‘intervention’ in Myanmar’s education systems by acknowledging the issues of 
conflict and culture in the form of heritage through looking at the past and the everyday. In the 
Myanmar context it is not enough to address the issue of education without being cognisant of long-
running conflicts and the cultural dissonance that exists within the socio-political environment. This has 
an impact on the attitudes towards emancipation, equality and employment opportunities of which 
education in any format is an integral determinant. Therefore, the contribution of this study in this 
context is to explore the texts and the historical and environmental conditions as a precursor to 
engagement with the field, and to present a form of ethnography that seeks alignment with those 
historical and cultural dynamics. 
There is much work in the field of social studies on the question of self-awareness and the role 
and impact of the researcher on the object of enquiry. The importance of prejudicial attitude and the 
qualification of the researcher in terms of aptitude and awareness, or understanding, is well established 
in academic and in corporate management studies. However, there are no known institutional 
ethnographic studies of universities in Australia that address the issue of engagement with messy, 
unfamiliar, remote and emerging scenarios from a reflective standpoint as a precursor to a shared 
narrative and the design of a middle way. The contribution of this study is to recognise that these issues 
relate to both corporate and educational markets, as well as to individual analyses of capacity and 
capability. Furthermore, this study highlights the role of the individual, the corporate organisation and 
the academic institution as learning systems operating in messy and complex environments. The 
interplay of institutional ethnography, critical systems thinking and the viable systems model presents a 
unique approach to the research question. This is valid due to the environment in which the question is 
raised where an alignment between messy systems characterised by conflict in one environment and 
competitive factors in another.  
Finally, parameters of survivability and sustainability are integrated into practical approaches to 
how technical and vocational education and training is applied in messy scenarios, such as the mix of 
heritage and modernity, cultural and political dissonance, and socio-economic inequalities related to 
global corporate influence, gender and local issues of everyday coping strategies in an urban 
environment. This study has highlighted the importance of informal and alternative education solutions, 
and the potential of student engagement and shared experience as a means to establish long-term 
project-based engagement. 
10.3 Further Research 
This study is an in-depth ethnography and critical thinking exercise using primarily text-based 
sources and participant observation within an Australian university environment, supported by 
exploratory visits to Yangon and conferences associated with education and urban development. 
As such, it is a preparatory study to a fieldwork project that involves the engagement with a 
suitable partner in Myanmar and the city of Yangon related to the provision of educational solutions. So 
far, the research has explored issues of identity, typology and value, and the validity of frameworks, 
systems and approaches towards addressing an expressed need in an unfamiliar, remote and emerging 
education market. This is an ongoing and cyclical process. As each development or incident occurs, this 
leads back towards a review and renewal of the recursive viable systems dynamic that generates a 
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change in attitude, awareness and approach. For example, the trajectory of Aung San Suu Kyi, as the de 
facto leader and special counsellor for education for the Myanmar nation, has undergone a dramatic 
reversal from a figurehead of liberal democracy to complicity in crimes against humanity in the eyes of 
the ‘west.’ At each chronological pole of this dynamic ‘Australia University’ has played host, along with 
other Australian vocational education institutions, to delegations of ministers and officials from 
Myanmar seeking alliances and access to the standards and processes of the Australian education 
quality framework. Little has come of these encounters at an institutional level and the engagement 
between ‘Australia University’ and the Myanmar vocational education system is still beset by risk 
adversity, slow bureaucratic progress and misunderstandings. Such is the nature of messy systems 
operating on the principle of seeking to match complexities within the ‘doughnut’ parameters of 
survivable and sustainable socio-economics. 
The first phase of further research suggests addressing the local situation in Yangon and the 
work of the Yangon Heritage Trust. This means taking forward their expertise and experience around the 
identification and development of heritage buildings to consider training programmes for the residents 
and commercial users of those buildings to harness their performance in terms of resilience and 
sustainability. The adoption of informal and alternative modes of education and training through 
innovative forms of media and delivery is something that can be initiated through student and local 
population shared experience and engagement. A local agency such as Mote Oo could facilitate this 
engagement and control the design of content. The action points detailed in the planning template 
shown above relate mostly to this first stage programme of action research and the Australia Myanmar 
Conference planned for January 2020 in Myanmar will address the question of urban development 
within the context of the UN Sustainability Goals. 
Concurrent with this, there is a need to undertake extensive field research into the construction 
industry and the issues that relate to migrant worker rights, the role of females in the industry and 
associated inequalities, as well as the extent to which modern development is competing with heritage 
conservation in a wider context of economic growth and social development. Whereas the first stage of 
new research is focusing on the role of everyday locals in enabling some element of control on the 
performance of their residential and commercial domains on climate change resilience and 
sustainability, the activities of the formal sector, especially foreign infrastructure development 
companies, are an important element of employment and empowerment opportunity that has 
relevance to the rest of the southeast Asian socio-economic environment. The delegations of Myanmar 
officials that have visited Australia twice in the last three years to discuss support for TVET programmes 
have been seeking ways to implement Australian standards and systems within the formal sector, at the 
same time as acknowledging that the informal sector accounts for a large proportion of the educational 
mix. One of the issues that has impeded progress in this area is the question of governance and the 
adoption of consistent standards related to education and socio-economic inequality, including land and 
property rights. This is an area of research that relates to the foundation of an equitable society and has 
implications for the enabling of a ‘decent living.’ 
The work that ‘Australia University’ has undertaken with indigenous communities in the 
Northern Territory of Australia contributes to an understanding of issues relating to the engagement of 
academic institutions following social and corporate-driven strategies into unfamiliar, remote and 
emerging markets. This experience can be harnessed to apply to other markets such as southeast Asia 
and Myanmar where there are cultural, political and economic affinities between first nation peoples 
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and diverse ethnic groups. This engagement is a learning process and there are opportunities to 
contribute to social change in this domain, as well as adding to the work related to learning systems and 
the application of the viable systems model in terms of addressing complex and messy scenarios. 
This has potential in the wider context of Eurasian and Australasian geo-politics. The alignment 
of Australian Aboriginal and southeast Asian studies presents a new paradigm that is counter to the 
traditional polarity between east and west, ways of seeing and perceptions of understanding, especially 
in the fields of education. There is work now being undertaken around new alignments, especially the 
confluence of European and Asian socio-economics driven by the Chinese Belt-Road Initiative, and by 
the desire from a European perspective to seek new alliances as alternatives to the US hegemony that 
has dominated global affairs since the second world war (Calder, 2019; Maçães, 2019). As discussed 
earlier, Myanmar lies at the heart of the fastest growing economic region in the world, and there is 
scope for a new body of research that considers this new alignment between ancient civilisations. China 
has dominated research interest in terms of socio-economic transformation and political alignments in 
recent years, but southeast Asia, and Myanmar in particular, has the potential for generating a more 
diverse geo-political force if, as Frederick Lewis (1952) suggests, it can resist intervention and 
exploitation. 
Unfortunately, in taking a cursory look at the approach of Maçães for example, Australia does 
not appear to be included in an Eurasian paradigm. The question of national identity, still broiling over in 
Myanmar, remains also in contention in Australia and reflects upon its universities. Whereas there is an 
element of intent around the broad definition of an Australasian region there are still questions around 
political loyalties and cultural ties. It is notable that, of the thirty-nine Australian universities, there is not 
one vice-chancellor of Asian origin – the profile remains predominantly white, male (there are twelve 
female vice-chancellors) and steeped in the UK tradition. Further research into Australian relations with 
Asia is essential to redress this imbalance, an area not fully examined since Broinowski’s treatment of 
the subject (1996; 2003). 
On the question of methodology, critical systems thinking and the alignment of complexities is 
an area under constant scrutiny, and there is an opportunity to develop this through the examination of 
‘messy’ scenarios. There is a growing body of work in this area, especially around the application of 
systems thinking in messy scenarios (Armson, 2011), and in the context of urbanisation (Hou, 2016). Hou 
focuses on the cities of Shinjuku in Japan, Delhi, Chandigarh, Bangkok, Ho Chi Minh City, Manila and 
others, but not Yangon. Again, there is a need to build upon the work of Kraas (2005; 2006; 2007) and 
Thawnghmung (2019) in examining the socio-economic implications of urbanisation in Yangon, 
especially with regards to climate change resilience and mitigation, and political and cultural diversity. 
Myanmar is developing in a rapid, organic way and the challenges of governance and standards in 
education are especially difficult in the face of a messy transition as a re-emerging force for sustainable 
economic growth in the face of an equally messy tide of geo-political forces and global corporate 
hegemony. 
The application of informal responses to messy scenarios, and the paradox of harnessing a 
systems approach to seemingly chaotic and turbulent environments is an area requiring more intensive 
consideration from an Australian university perspective in engaging with unfamiliar, remote and 
emerging markets. The long-established work of the Centre for Systems Studies at Hull University in the 
UK can be a foundation for the continuation of this kind of study, and the work of Li and Xie (2019) picks 
up on the relevance of informal social network theory in an Asian context, although only focusing on the 
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Chinese, Korean and Japanese markets. There is clearly scope for more research to be followed through 
on the contribution and effectiveness of the informal economy in the emerging economies of Southeast 
Asia, in particular Myanmar due to its geo-political status at the hub of one of the fastest-growing and 
most diverse regions on earth, yet most vulnerable and sensitive, in terms of conflict and climate 
change. 
The mutual transfer of knowledge between Australian university students and the people of 
Myanmar, in particular the urban residents of Yangon and other cities, is critical in this context. 
Corporate engagement is a prime driver of technical and vocational education and training in Myanmar 
but, to date, only in a proprietary and one-off sense. This engagement approach will remain volatile in 
nature as long as the economic and profit motive supersedes that of a more enlightened corporate 
social responsibility. This is changing in other parts of the world and Myanmar has the opportunity to 
‘leapfrog’ to this kind of imperative through the harnessing of small-enterprise focused technology and 
alternative modes of education and training. 
This leads to a final and most important area of further study. Reference has been made in this 
thesis to the significance of teacher training in the Myanmar environment, particularly in the TVET 
sector. Studies relating to the Asia TVET context have revealed gaps and continuing uncertainties around 
the value of TVET in Asian countries due to the lack of engagement between technical education 
providers and industry, and the poor quality of government-established institutional infrastructure 
(Agrawal, 2013; Bashiruddin, 2018a). However, these studies have been focused on Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India and Central Asia, and there is scope for extending this interest into 
Myanmar. This would build upon studies of teacher’s perceptions towards training in Myanmar that 
have drawn upon experience from Vietnam, Indonesia, the UK and Japan (Ulla, 2017; Tolmer, 2017; Win, 
2017). Common to recent studies is reference to narratives of self and the importance of a two-way 
learning experience in teacher training programmes (Carr & Johnson, 2014; Johnson, 2017; Bashiruddin, 
2018b). There is an increasing need to address this aspect of engagement, particularly in the light of 
socio-cultural and geo-political trends towards questions of identity that were raised at the very 
beginning of this study and lead towards the inevitability that, on the question of education, it is the 
Burmese themselves that will have the final word: 
The outside world is absolutely right to prioritise the crisis at hand. It is equally important, 
though, to jettison once and for all the Myanmar fairytale, and to appreciate that working in 
Myanmar means working with a near-failed state; to redouble efforts to boost the country’s own 
abilities, in particular through investments in health and education; and, perhaps most of all, to 
help inject fresh thinking about an exciting future for all. (Myint-U, 2017, retrieved 25/05/2019) 
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